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The image of a photograph has been inside my head ever since I came across Family Secrets by Annette Kuhn (2002); only recently, in the context of research, did I come to understand its significance. 

A twelve-year old girl is standing in the picture. Her pose is formal: she stands up straight, arms close to her sides, looking straight ahead. A smile is leaking out the corners of her mouth, but you cannot see her teeth. Her smile reveals a message that she has made an effort to be serious but she cannot not help but secretly laugh inside. She is neat, with short hair, short-sleeved shirt and short skirt. However, in contrast to her tidiness, something untidy is looped around her neck. It looks like a scarf, but the edges have worn out and the colour faded, showing even in this old black and white photograph. What is it? Why does she wear it in this most prominent position – in front of her chest? 

It is the Red Scarf, the symbol of the Little Red Soldier (hongxiaobing 红小兵). The Little Red Soldier’s predecessor was the Young Pioneer.​[1]​ In 1966, the Red Guard (hongweibing 红卫兵), as a rising student organization, supported by Mao himself, spread swiftly in the middle schools and the universities. In primary schools, students who were not old enough to join the Red Guard set up the Little Red Soldier organization, substituting the previous Young Pioneers. On 27th of October 1978, at the Tenth Chinese Youth League Meeting, the central committee approved The Resolution to Recover the Name of China’s Young Pioneer, and edited the Little Red Soldier out of history. The Little Red Soldier’s time period of existence exactly paralleled that of the Red Guard; both lasted for 12 years. Yet, because of their young age, the Little Red Soldiers’ revolutionary impact was limited and hence caused less damage to the society as a whole. Both organizations, however, retained a strong political element. Not every child could join as the rules were strict. First, you needed to possess the Three ‘G’s, which were ‘Good Morals, Good Study and Good Health’, after which your family background would then also be inspected in detail. If your family belonged to one of these five categories: landlord, rich peasant, reactionary element, bad element and rightist, you would never even dream of joining. Only children with the right class origin could be accepted.​[2]​ 

The girl in the picture is me. My paternal grandfather was classified as a rich farmer, a member of the ‘exploiting class’, but my maternal grandfather was a sailor from the red hot proletariat. This obsession with bloodline was well reflected in a popular couplet during that time: ‘If the father is a hero, the son will be a great fellow. If the father is a reactionary, the son will be a rotten egg’ (老子英雄儿好汉，老子反动儿混蛋 laozi yingxiong er haohan; laozi fandong er hundan). In theory, I should have followed my paternal grandfather’s classification as I had inherited my father’s surname. In reality however, my paternal grandfather lived hundreds of miles away and my father had drawn a clear line of demarcation between himself and his father. My parents were more than happy to let me follow my maternal grandpa’s class origin. When reading Kuhn’s (2002) and Walkerdine’s (1990) writings about their working-class backgrounds in the late 1950s and their struggles to either work or marry their way out, I recognised the absolute irony between their societies and mine. Chinese people during the Mao era would do anything to become part of the working class, as the general belief was ‘the lower the purer’. Sophisticated as the middle-class was, or in Chinese term the landlords or the rich peasants, they would pollute the pure minds of the proletariat. 

Chinese school has only two terms, summer and winter, within which a batch or two of the Little Red Soldiers would be recruited. In a class of fifty students, only two or three students would be recruited into the organization. I entered primary school in January 1973, and was soon selected to be among the first batch to join the Little Red Soldiers. I can still remember that day clearly: 4th of May 1973. We marched to a cemetary where the local revolutionary martyrs were buried, gathering under a cluster of green pine trees. Around eight First Year students were invited out of the crowd, and each was offered a Red Scarf, put on by an older Little Red Soldier member. The Red Scarf, I was told, was a corner of the Red Flag, which symbolises the blood of the revolutionary martyrs. Holding our right elbows up, with our fists close to our ears, we were taught to take an oath. One of the lines it included was ‘be ready to fight for the communist cause at any moment’. We were then taught to sing the anthem of the Little Red Soldiers: 

We are the successors of Communism
Inheriting the glorious tradition of our revolutionary predecessors
Love the motherland and the people
The bright red scarf fluttering on our chests
Not afraid of difficulties, not afraid of the enemy
Study indomitably, fight determinedly 
Go forward bravely toward victory
Go forward bravely toward victory, go forward
Go forward bravely toward victory
We are the successors of Communism​[3]​

From that moment on, at just seven years old, I was transformed into a girl who held an ideal for the future, and a responsibility for others and the country. I had ‘grown up’. That was indeed the first highlight of my life. 

The badge of pride was embodied in the Red Scarf. I did not even want to take it off at night. For the first few days I wore it when I went to sleep. Then it became such a joke in my family; the summer was coming as well. Under the pressure of both the weather and my family, I had to fold it neatly under my pillow each night. My Red Scarf was made of cotton and the dyeing technology was undeveloped at that time, so that the colour faded and it disintegrated more after each wash. But even though it looked rather worn, I and the first batch of Little Red Soldiers would wear it just as it was. The logic was simple: it had faded because you had worn it for a long time, indicating that you were an older member. The fading scarf was effectively a status symbol. Now going back to the photograph, it was the same logic that explains why I put on such a piece of rotting cotton with an air of pride. 

The photo was taken in July 1978 in a studio in Shipu (the seaside town where I lived) for my primary school graduation. China’s economic reform had been initiated in the southern Shenzhen experimental zone in that year, but little had changed elsewhere. My father’s wage was fifty-six yuan per month, my mother’s twenty-four yuan.​[4]​ In total, our parents had less than a hundred yuan per month. But a famous brand camera ‘Seagull’ (海鸥hai’ou, an imitation of the Japanese Minolta) cost more than one hundred yuan. Therefore I did not know anyone who personally possessed a camera.​[5]​ China's camera industry started in the 1950s, and by the 70s it was in full swing, with exports to other countries.​[6]​ For most people, it was an item that was tantalizingly near – within sight but beyond reach. One had to go to a studio to celebrate an occasion. For me, that occasion was primary school graduation.

The photo studio was located in the centre of the town. It looked ordinary from the outside: built of brick, two storeys high, the same as other shops. On its white-painted signboard, words were written in red paint: 石浦照相馆 Shipu Zhaoxiangguan (Shipu Photo Studio). In my childhood, it was a place full of myth and mystery, covered by various dark-coloured curtains. A curtain you had to pass to enter the room where the picture would be taken; several curtains with each concealed a setting – seaside, mountains, or modern buildings (the photographer would move one curtain after another to reveal the settings for you to choose); finally, a black curtain to stop any attempted peeks into the dark-room. Only in short intervals were you able to see natural light; on most occasions, you would have strong artificial lights shining on you one second, and pitch darkness in the next. During the times of total darkness, I always had an urge to draw back a curtain, any curtain, to seek some form of light, but I had always been stopped, either by the photographer or my mother. What was concealed behind those curtains? Why had they stopped me? The curtains represented an obstruction, preventing me from discovering the unknown. I was disappointed, but not angry. Certain things were not for a child to see. Being a good girl, being obedient, is to accept the rules. If the rule in the studio was to not to lift the curtain, so be it.

Steedman (1986) mentions repeatedly and furiously about the curtainless windows in her childhood London flat because a social worker, judging their social status by this curtainless window, did not even want to step inside their house. ‘I will do everything and anything until the end of days to stop anyone ever talking to me like that woman talked to my mother…It is in this place, this bare, curtainless bedroom that lies my secret and shameful defiance’ (Steedman 1986: 2). For Steedman, the curtainless window symbolizes an exposed and deprived life, which leads to the root of her critical examination of her childhood. Steedman’s metaphorically curtainless childhood provides a striking contrast to my curtained childhood. Curtains, paradoxically, can provide protection or warmth when needed, but can also act as a barrier for the understanding and exchange of information.

Curtains have a long-standing relationship with communist countries. The metaphor of the curtain became significant in the West through the idea of the iron curtain. The first recorded use of the term iron curtain was in 1819, in the general sense of ‘an impenetrable barrier’ and by 1920, it had become associated with the boundary of the Soviet Union's sphere of influence. However, its use was popularized by the former British Prime Minister Winston Churchill, who used it in his ‘Sinews of Peace’ address on March 5, 1946 at Westminister College in Fulton, Missouri: ‘From Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic, an “iron curtain” has descended across the Continent. Behind that line lie all the capitals of the ancient states of Central and Eastern Europe’ (Feuerlicht 1955: 187). Churchill likened the iron curtain to the boundary which ideologically and physically divided Europe into two separate areas from the end of World War II until the end of the Cold War (roughly 1945 to 1990). A variant of the iron curtain, the bamboo curtain, was coined in reference to the People's Republic of China. Although these terms fell out of any but historical usage after the end of Cold War, the Western stereotyped view of people who had lived within the curtain still lingers: these are people who have been to hell, who have lived under heavy propaganda, deprived of choice and therefore are to be pitied – or worse, despised.

My curtained childhood was not ideal: given a choice, I would have liked to live differently. On examining my childhood, I have been consciously aware of the cliché of the ‘poor-but-happy’. Jeremy Seabrook remarks:

…the myth of a poor-but-happy past coexists with an imagery of continuous improvement and constant advance. The double movement, captured in the undeniable authority, the unimpeachable evidence of the photographs, is actually deceptive and deceiving, for it blots out both the violence and sadness of the past and the cruelties and penalties that have accomplished our version of progress; it sacrifices veracity to ideology. (1991: 179) 
                                                       
Communist countries, China included, have notably been willing to sacrifice voracity in preference for ideology, making Seabrook’s notes especially relevant for me. I felt as if I was stuck in a double trap: the ‘poor-but-happy’ myth versus the Communist ideology. How could I break out of this so that the ‘happy and content’ account I have written above would remain true to my own experiences, and not serve as a sacrifice to either myth or ideology?

In the 1980s, Cui Jian (崔健, born in 1964), the first ever Chinese rock star, wrote a song called A Piece of Red Cloth. The first verse is: 

That day you used a piece of red cloth
To blindfold my eyes and cover up the sky
You asked me what I had seen
I said I saw happiness
That feeling really made me comfortable
Made me forget I had no place to live
You asked me where I wanted to go
I said I wanted to go with you​[7]​

Cui Jian’s songs were the background music of the 1989 Tiananmen protests and many of them were banned in the late 80s for their radical lyrics, but not this one, as it was primarily understood as a love song. With the eyes covered by a piece of red cloth, the reality which falls on the eyes radiating with red lustre, through which one can feel instant warmth and holistic comfort. If happiness is about a state of stability, content and wholeness, then we had it. If happiness is about a kind of blindness and innocence, then we had it too. We held our conditioned happiness, curling within curtains. The song of our childhood, our happiness, could be sung as a romance, or a sad melody, but never a myth, never an ideology. 
I and Others

In July 2006, on a trip to Bradford Photography, Television and Film Museum, I ran into a wet collodion camera in Day-light Studio. For a moment, I nearly called out in happy astonishment: was this the same type of camera that had been used for my photograph? From a small card description, I learnt that the wet collodion camera was introduced in Europe in 1866. It looked exactly like the one in Shipu, but I doubted that something invented in the nineteenth century could still be used in China in 1978. However, from the Chinese General History of Publication, I learnt that wet collodion technology, though backward, was economical and had been widely used until the early 1960s when newer processes were introduced, and did not go out of use in China until the 1980s.​[8]​ 

As Shipu was a small town, it was possible that in the late 1970s the wet collodion camera was still in use. So the technology was primitive and the aesthetic aspect of the photo was minimal. For my photograph was only a primary school graduation photo, ‘restricted to modest public codes and rarely aspiring to technical or artistic merit’ (Holland 1991: 4). It took only a few minutes of the photographer’s work; he could have taken up to a hundred within a day. However, ‘precisely this embrace of the conventions’ in the picture yields fascination, Holland remarks, because this familiar structure of the photograph offered us ‘a framework within which our understanding of various realities can come into play’ (Holland 1991: 4). Holland further extends the significance of seemingly insignificant photos such as this one as follows:

Its meanings are social as well as personal – and the social influences the personal. Family photographs are shaped by the public conventions of the image and rely on a public technology which is widely available. They depend on shared understandings. Private interpretations which may subvert collective meanings are considered disruptive and discouraged. But above all, the personal histories they record belong to narratives on a wider scale, those public narratives of community, religion, ethnicity and nation which make private identity possible. (Holland 1991: 3)   

Kuhn also shares Holland’s view that images and memories are at the centre of a radiating web of associations, reflections and interpretations; they seem to be one’s own, but their associations extend far beyond the personal. ‘They spread into an extended network of meanings that bring together the personal with the familial, the cultural, the economic, the social, the historical’ (Kuhn 2002: 5). In other words, this photograph of mine is also thoroughly public. And this is the very rationale I see in presenting this photograph at the starting point of my thesis. 

When undertaking research of any kind, there is an implicit assumption that we are investigating something ‘outside’ of ourselves. This is true for both the social and natural sciences, although in the latter the separation of researcher and research may appear more self-evident. On the other hand, we cannot research something with which we have no contact as ‘all researchers are to some degree connected to, a part of, the object of their research’ (Davies 1999: 3). Considerations of reflexivity are therefore important for all forms of research.

Reflexivity can be defined as turning back on oneself as a process of self-reference. In Women’s Studies, there are certainly several examples of researchers considering and processing their own experiences as a systematic part of their method (Kuhn 2002; Castro 1999). Wang Jing M. (2008) uses the term ‘selective relationality’ to express the view that the identity boundary between ‘I’ and others is fluid, as reflexivity is achieved through relation to and awareness of those others (2008: 88). However, there are dangers in self-reflexivity. Rosaldo (1993) is critical of objectifying ethnography, but worries that reflexivity has a ‘tendency for the self-absorbed Self to lose sight altogether of the …Other’ (Rosaldo 1993: 7). 
In order to avoid the pitfalls of reflexivity, I will acknowledge that my own memories are embedded within their social context and this will be made visible when reporting findings. I will also focus far more on the experiences of others in the following chapters, as it is their stories that are central to this research. In summary, the importance of my photo lies in its context: it is relational, located at the centre of the web; and the connection between public historical events, structure of feeling, national identity, gender and personal memory were made visible because of it.

Aims of this Thesis

When Lisa Rofel started her fieldwork in the mid-1980s and 1990s in the silk industry of China’s eastern coastal city of Hangzhou, she found it almost impossible to generalize the effects of China’s latest modernization program on women as if they were a homogeneous group. Instead, she found that women, who had come of age as workers during different political movements since the socialist revolution, held a strong sense of identity as one of the political generations. Loosely defined by age, these women self-consciously distinguished themselves from one another in terms of their identities as women and their relationships to labour, as well as in their interpretations of how gender and class relations informed China’s future.

While Rofel connects the very idea of generational differences in China with the pursuit of modernity, Michael Yahuda (1979) connects it with Chinese politics. He claims ‘the Cultural Revolution and its aftermath has politicized generational differences to a marked degree’ (1979: 793); as a result, the generational issue has become one of the most important and fascinating aspects of Chinese politics. A further convincing case was a field study in the mid-1990s, in which Huang Ping came to ‘emphasize generational differences over gender differences in thinking about the causes of poverty and labour’ (2001: 1278). Admitting each generation is far from unified, Harriet Evans nevertheless confirms that the narratives from her interviewees ‘reveal significant generational characteristics in shaping expectations and understanding of gender, regardless of the specificities of socio-economic and cultural background’ (2008: 7). Lieberthal rightly points out: ‘The turbulence of twentieth-century Chinese history has afforded different generations with very different socialization experiences, producing a society that is now deeply marked by strong generational cleavages’ (1995: 311). Thus, no fundamental political and social values are widely and collectively accepted across different generations in China.

How should the term ‘generation’ be defined? One definition is ‘the average period in which children grow up and have children of their own (usually reckoned as about thirty years)’ (Pearsall 2001: 590). A political generation, as defined by Rintala (1968: 93), is ‘a group of individuals who have undergone the same basic historical experiences during their formative years (described as approximately between 17 and 25)’. An alternative term is cohort, which ‘refers to persons born in a given period who age together and have roughly similar experiences’ (Gold 1991: 594). From these definitions, it seems that political generation and cohort are similar concepts, whilst generation leans more towards biological and familial considerations. According to Miller, however, generation can have two uses: ‘genealogical’, a true group of related family members, and ‘aggregate’, meaning all people born in a given geographical area or political entity during a set period of time (2000: 30-31). The concept of generation in my thesis is of the ‘aggregate’ and thus used in the same way as cohort or political generation to characterize those who, as a result of being born in the 1960s, have lived through events in China’s recent history at similar ages. 

Despite urgent warnings of the significance of generational issues in Chinese history and society, research on this topic is relatively scarce, especially in relation to the 60s generation. In libraries in China, my extended research for work from Chinese scholars includes several books: Growing up memories of China’s 1960s generation (六十年代生人成长史)(Wang, F. 2008)，Temperament in the 1960s (六十年代气质)(Xu, H. 2001), Our times 1960s (我们的1960年代)(Kuang and Pan 2005), and The Fourth Generation (第四代人)(Zhang and Cheng 1988). The first two works consist of short memoir collections of members of the 60s generation, the third a simplified encyclopaedia of events and phrases of the 1960s. The Fourth Generation was published at the verge of the 1989 protests, so whilst Zhang and Cheng sketched four generations of Chinese people before that political storm, their research was not extended beyond 1989. A second category of scholars are those originally from China but now based in the West. Liu Jieyu’s Gender and Work in urban China: Women Workers of the Unlucky Generation (2007) is the only in-depth work focused on the 50s generation, whilst Yan Yunxiang’s Private Life under Socialism: Love, Intimacy, and Family Changes in a Chinese Village (2003) takes in several generations. Zhong et al.’s Some of us (2001) is a collection of short memoirs of the 50s generation. The third category is that of Western scholars, which touch upon the themes of Chinese generation. In Harriet Evans’ The subject of Gender: Daughters and Mothers in Urban China (2008), the subjects were mothers that were mostly born in the 50s, and daughters born in the 70s/80s. Lisa Rofel’s Other Modernities: Gender Yearnings in China (1999) focuses on three political generations. None of the above, however, have paid critical attention to the 60s generation.
 
Those born in the 60s have witnessed and experienced major historical upheavals, yet, as they came into the world during the years in which the Cultural Revolution was about to start (or had just started), they were often firmly tied to the Cultural Revolution generation. The large and politically-associated Cultural Revolution generation, comprises all of those born in the 50s (youth during the Cultural Revolution) as well as those born in the 60s (children during the Cultural Revolution). There is a danger of amalgamating the 50s and 60s generations together, risking the loss of identity for these generations and forcing them to bear the other’s characteristics.​[9]​ The result of this is that, when discussing the Cultural Revolution generation, the popular adjectives ‘unlucky’ (Liu 2007) and ‘lost’ (Lieberthal 1995: 312) automatically fall to those born in the 1960s. To distinguish the 60s generation from simply being a sub-group of the Cultural Revolution generation, it is critically necessary to explore its particular relation to the events that have shaped modern China.

As women play fundamental roles in social and historical transformation and Chinese women have been ‘central to the Chinese state’s successive imaginaries of modernity’ (Rofel 1999: xiv), I also entered into research with my own position: a feminist perspective which sees women as valid subjects of scholarly inquiry, and gender as an important dimension in historical processes. The aim of this thesis is to examine the distinctiveness of the 60s generation of women in relation to other generations both prior and later, as well as in relation to rapid social, economic and political changes in their life time; moreover, I aim to explore how 60s generation Chinese women narratively construct their experiences. In spite of the title, this thesis concentrates more on the stories and lives of these women rather than the material, social and politico-economic processes underlying their experiences.

Liu Jieyu defines the unlucky generation of the 50s as the first cohort born under socialism; and so they grew up as socialist China developed. ‘These people had their lives shaped by changing state policies: the 1960-62 famine as a result of the disastrous Great Leap Forward, the Cultural Revolution in the 1960s and 1970s, the one-child policy introduced in the 1980s, and the economic restructuring which began in the 1990s. China’s revolutionary socialism left an unusually deep imprint on the life course of this generation’ (Liu 2007: 139). My definition of the 60s generation women is as follows: 






The thesis consists of seven chapters. After this first introductory chapter, in chapter 2, I turn a critical eye to the position of the 60s generation of Chinese women in a historical, cultural and social context. I survey the work of Chinese and Western scholars on the detrimental effects of Confucianism upon women, the awakening sense of self in women of the early twentieth century, and most importantly, state policy, gender relations, and the struggle between feminism and femininity in Mao’s era and the post-Mao era. The characteristics of the 60s generation of women are also briefly outlined in relation to dark age narrative, scholarly literature and public discourse.

In chapter 3, I explain my methodological choice in collecting women’s life stories. I hold the view that narrative can connect the personal to the collective. I also detail my encounter with four demographically and occupationally different groups of 60s women: rich men’s wives, migrant workers, cadres and overseas women. The anecdotes of my encounters with these groups of women reveal factors concerning their lives and their situation, which are then further explored through their own words in the subsequent chapters.
  
I turn to their own voices in the next three chapters. I follow their life course through childhood, adolescent years, youth and adulthood. The themes I extract are either predictably common or inspired by other scholars. Common themes such as education, love, marriage, children, looking after the elderly and work are necessarily placed for the convenience of comparison with other generations; the themes inspired by other scholars such as the absence of parents and the subject of gender reflect my own critical take on the generational issue. Although specific individual biogaphies take form through intersection with broad historical shifts and external forces, they have also shaped by the singular circumstances of family background and relationships. Therefore, there is no universal conclusion coming out of any group. My analysis reveals that, there are systematic differences between the four groups in their narrations; there are also contradictions in the accounts of each individual. However, as this generation of women has all passed through the Cultural Revolution in their childhood and the open policy in their adolescent years as well as the Tiananmen protests in their youth and consumer revolution in their adult life, they all share a distinctive generational feature, which is transition. The lack of salient models in every stage of their life allow these women to stand out as pioneers in many ways. 



















A quarter of the world’s women (647,934,026)​[10]​ live in China today. As one of the largest countries in the world, China has five thousand years’ history, spanning over 9,596,960 square kilometres. It includes 56 ethnic peoples, each with their differing cultures, history and lifestyle, as well as a variety of climates ranging from tropical in the south to sub-arctic in the north. Due to the length of its history and the sheer size of the land, any research on China has to take its historical context and regional differences into account. In this chapter, I aim to explore the historical context that has shaped the lives of 60s generation women, and subsequently I will consider examples of scholarly work on women of China.





During the ancient dynasties that ruled over various groups of Chinese people before the twentieth century, a feudalistic and patriarchal tradition influenced by the teachings of Lao Tse, Confucius, Buddha and the Legalist scholars dominated the lives of most women (Granrose 2005a), the most influential of which was Confucianism. Kongzi (孔子Confucius 551 – 479 B.C.E.) was an itinerant teacher who travelled from one state to another, advocating social order through the maintenance of a hierarchy in society. Our knowledge of the actual teachings of Kongzi is somewhat uncertain, but the Four Books and Five Classics,​[11]​ which have been referred to as the Confucian canon, illustrate the core value and belief systems in Confucianism. Although three of the Four Books are traditionally attributed to Kongzi, it has been established that he did not in fact write any of them. Like Socrates, he taught face to face rather than writing books, and so we are dependent on accounts by his disciples. Even then we cannot be sure that these are reliable texts: a considerable portion of The Analects (one of the Four Books) comes from the accounts of his teachings that written by his disciples, but other sections are known to have been inserted into the work long afterwards by others unknown, whilst there are still more passages for which doubt exists (Moise 1994). 

In The Analects, I find just one verse directly related to women: 

子曰：“唯女子与小人为难养也。近之则不孙，远之则怨。” (论语-阳货第十七)
The Analects was written in ancient Chinese prose, and therefore the text needs to be translated into modern Chinese language to reach the wider public. For an English reader, however, the translation has to turn yet another corner, from Modern Chinese to English. Pound’s (1970: 279) interpretation is closest to its original text:
He said: Young women and small men are hard to rear, familiarity loses respect, and aloofness rouses resentment. (Pound 1952:279) 

The first question here is ‘what is a “small man”?’ Pound directedly translated ‘小人xiaoren’ to ‘small man’ as 小xiao means ‘small’ and 人ren ‘person’. Other translations of this term could be ‘servants’,​[12]​ or ‘the inferior man’.​[13]​ Most of The Analects deals with how junzi 君子(a morally noble man) should behave. If, as in Kongzi’ doctrine, women hold a social position equal to small men, and as small men are the opposite of the morally noble men, it would appear to follow that women are morally inferior. The next question is ‘why had Kongzi put women in the same league as small men?’ We might be able to find the answer in the Five Classics, all of which are said to have been compiled, revised or edited by Confucius in the last few years of his life.​[14]​ The Book of Changes, also referred to as Zhou Yi (Book of Changes of the Zhou Dynasty), had cosmologically enshrined the most basic of equations – yin and yang, earth and heaven, moon and sun and night and day – with that of the female and male, and these foundations associated this gender difference to a universal, natural and immutable status, integral to cosmic order (Croll 1983).​[15]​ One famous quote from The Book of Changes is ‘the great righteousness is shown when man and woman occupy their correct places: the relative positions of Heaven and Earth’. The Book of Rites, also deemed to be edited by Kongzi, has the saying that ‘to be a woman meant to submit’ and in the sexual division of labour ‘a woman was to take no part in public affairs’. These two books were originally written in the Zhou dynasty (1046 – 221 BC). As a descendant of the Zhou royal family, Kongzi would have regarded the restoration of the rites of Zhou as his personal responsibility.​[16]​ When editing these two books, Kongzi would be influenced by the same rigorously consistent and dualistic yin-yang doctrine as was used to explain gender relations. Kongzi’s preference to list small men and women together was therefore an inheritance from the Zhou Dynasty, rather than an invention of his own. However, it is Kongzi’s endorsement that has helped to firmly pin down the status of women in Chinese society.

Kongzi’s doctrine evolved gradually, as later writers extended and modified the original teachings, of which the most important was Mengzi (one of the authors of The Four Books). The ideas of Kongzi have since become Confucianism. The main concepts of Confucianism included the importance of proper and patriarchal human relationships, the obedience and submission of women to the men in their lives – fathers, husbands, sons – and stressed the values of female chastity, modesty, and restraint.​[17]​ During the Han dynasty (206 BC - 220 AD), Confucianism was adopted as the state doctrine and as part of official education.​[18]​ The Four Books were arranged into their present form by Zhu Xi朱熹 in the Song Dynasty (late twelfth century) to serve as a general introduction to Confucian thinking, and in the Ming and Qing dynasties they were incorporated into the core of the official curriculum for the civil service examinations, which were the gateway into employment within the Imperial bureaucracy. In later dynasties, neo-Confucian interpretations further reinforced male authority and patrilineal customs (Rosenlee 2006).

This degradation upon the nature and role of women had long-enduring effects. Economically dependent on the males within their family, women could not own property, had no inheritance rights and possessed no control over any income.​[19]​ Society allowed them little personal dignity or independent status, and they had almost no say in their choice of marriage partners. Schooling was a privilege rather than a right;​[20]​ only a minority of families sent children to school, for it was regarded as an investment for the future rather than a necessity. An educated boy might progress in the world and hence increase his family’s prosperity, but there was little incentive to make such sacrifices for girls who would leave their own families upon marriage. The old Chinese saying lingers, ‘the married-off daughter is like poured out water’ (嫁出去的女儿，泼出去的水jia chuqu de nü’er, po chuqu de shui). What was the point of watering the garden of another man and his family? The women of elite families might have been expected to acquire literacy in addition to ladylike accomplishments such as household management and embroidery, but ‘the texts provided for them were didactic attempts to inculcate Confucian propriety and the ideal of submissive femininity’ (Davin 1976: 12). Women and girls were seen as commodities, and the patriarch’s right to sell his children was unquestioned. As Sinn points out, ‘almost every social arrangement – betrothal, marriage, concubinage, adoption, servitude – was professedly based on a money bargain’ (1994: 142). It was said that, until the foundation of the PRC in 1949, China had one of the most comprehensive markets for the exchange of human beings in the world, the majority of which were women and girls (Watson 1980, cited in Sinn 1994).

Towards the end of the 19th Century, China’s weakness in the international arena became apparent through defeat in wars and the loss of control over treaty ports. Criticism of many aspects of Chinese society started to grow, and the traditional patriarchal system came under particular attack from young reformers and revolutionaries (Stockman 2000). The political, social and economic changes resulted in a situation where ‘the private and public roles of women, and their very perceptions of themselves, were reshaped in complex ways’ (Jaschok and Miers 1994: 9). Whilst the vast majority remained firmly enmeshed within the patriarchal system, Maria Jaschok and Suzanne Miers point out that some women managed to ‘take advantage of the various venues of escape’ that were opening up in that period in order to ‘alter the pattern of life for themselves and those around them’. They thus argue that ‘the once ubiquitous stereotype of the long-suffering, meek, submissive Chinese women as simply a victim of family interests, a vision of compliance and self-sacrifice’ is in need of reappraisal (1994: 8-9). 

Shortly after the 1911 Revolution that toppled the Qing dynasty, the new Republic of China, which was in a state of political instability, entered a period of unparalleled intellectual exploration – the May 4th era (1915 -1925). The main theme of the May 4th era was the New Culture Movement – attacking Confucianism and advocating a Western liberal concept of human rights, necessarily leading to an inclusion of women. A wave of feminist agitation and women’s activism in China’s urban areas was created at that historical juncture. The inferior status of women was criticised and blamed for the weakness of the nation (see Honig and Hershatter 1988). Women professionals began to appear in the public sphere, although their careers were confined to ‘women’s jobs’, such as school teachers, secretaries and administrative roles (Goodman 2004). Women’s social rights were further realised through promulgation of The Marriage Law of the Republic of China in 1921. The Marriage Law challenged the unequal status of women in marriage, and also helped to shake up the feudal marriage system. The establishment of monogamy was announced by the Law, and it was decreed that a couple should have their own choice to enter and/or leave the marriage (Li, X. 1994). However, these human rights were far from being a universal experience for all Chinese women in that period. As Jaschok (1994) points out, the Nationalist party’s policies to ‘readdress sexual inequality in the public sphere mainly touched urban and professional women, leaving rural and working-class women with progressively deteriorating lifestyles and falling expectations’ (1994: 172). This view was reinforced by Wang Zheng: ‘this “human” was not only masculine but also middle-class. The new women’s ability to enjoy masculine privilege was often a function of their class standing’ (1999: 365). Despite women pressing for their political and social rights, they were still excluded from the 1912 Provisional Constitution, and had neither voting rights nor equal political rights with men. 

Mao’s Era 1949 – 1976

In 1949, the CCP came to power, and Chinese women’s history reached a new turning point. Between 1949 and 1976, after an initial period of consolidation, the People’s Republic of China passed through three distinct stages: the Soviet model (1952-1958), the Great Leap forward and its aftermath (1958-1965), and the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976). 

Consolidation, the Soviet model and the Great Leap Forward 

In each of these periods, Mao consolidated his revolutionary ideas about women by using various different strategies.​[21]​ One of his ideas, drawn from the works of Marx and Engels, was the emancipation of women.​[22]​ The ‘women question’ was debated within the materialist framework set out in Engels’ Family, Private Property and the State; moreover, Engels claims that the root of women’s oppression lay in men’s control of property and women’s lack of access to the public sphere as independent actors. Mao and the CCP were acutely aware of the oppression of women in Chinese society, and it was this, combined with Mao’s lifelong conviction that ‘properly motivated people could overcome virtually any material odds to accomplish their goals’ (Lieberthal 1995: 63), produced a series of legislative documents directed at women’s problems during the consolidation period. Among those documents, there were at least three targeting women’s rights, aimed at ‘the obliteration of the private/public dichotomy’ (Rai 1995: 181): the Common Programme, the Agrarian Reform Law and the Marriage Law.

The Common programme, issued in September 1949, had the status of a provisional constitution. It stipulated that women and men had equal rights in all spheres of life, mentioning in particular political, economic, cultural, social and family life.​[23]​ Immediately after the founding of the People’s Republic on the 1st of October 1949, the All-China Women’s Federation was established. It is also worth mentioning that the first Plenary Session of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference in Beijing on 24th March 1949 had 10 % female delegates, which was an incredible step forward for women who previously had never had any political rights whatsoever (Hall 1997: 5-12). 

In order to centralise and change the ownership of the land, the Agrarian Reform Law was published in 1950, which led to a widespread and profound land reform. It allowed women to hold property in their own name and gave them a right to a share of the family inheritance. This fundamentally altered the economic status of women. It was estimated that the land reform led to the confiscation of about 43 % of China’s cultivated land, which was then redistributed to about 60 % of the rural population – a massive transfer of property (Fan 1997; Roberts 2003).

Closely associated with the land reform was the determined effort made to undermine the extended family or lineage system. A Marriage Law was passed in 1950 which declared that the feudal marriage system was now to be replaced by the ‘new democratic marriage system’ (Dietrich 1998: 70). It prohibited concubinage, introduced monogamous marriage, and stated that women were to be given equal rights and opportunities with men over property and divorce. Like the legislation on land reform, this was not simply a law but an instrument that would transform society. Women’s associations played a major role in promulgating the mass campaign, leading to a spate of divorces – one set of figures indicated that 1.3 million petitions were filed in 1953 (Roberts 2003).

Throughout the time period of the Soviet Model, the economic strategy was intended to achieve a high rate of economic growth through a concentration on industrial progress, with a particular emphasis on heavy industry. Education was viewed by both Mao and the Party as crucial to building a new China (Price 1977). Moreover, education for women was considered as an important means of granting them access to better jobs and more independent lives. A new comprehensive system of compulsive schooling was set out, which included primary and secondary courses for a combined total of nine years.​[24]​ This encompassed all children, girls as well as boys, and those of varying social backgrounds. In theory, this principle of comprehensiveness was maintained, but in practice it was limited by differences in the quality of schools, especially between urban and rural areas. In the rural areas, children, especially girls, were only allowed to attend as and when family and farm duties allowed. Teachers either visited individual village houses to coach that were girls unable to attend school due to resposibilities of having to look after baby siblings, or such girls were allowed to bring the babies to school with them (Price 1977). Irregular as it was in rural areas, girls had a taste of education. In 1949, only 25 % of children were in primary school, 3 % in secondary school, and 0.3 % in higher education; but by 1952 primary school enrolment had reached 60 % and there were impressive increases in middle school and technical school enrolments (Roberts 2003).





Mao’s effort to both to re-establish his personal power, and to shift the overall course China was following, led to the ‘Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution’: several years of chaotic mass struggle began in 1966, with a lingering aftermath lasting until Mao’s death in 1976. Both Chinese and Western observers felt that Mao had simply lost touch with reality, and that in his old age he had become willing to throw away everything he had built in his blind pursuit of Utopian dreams and personal power (Moise 1994). The Cultural Revolution was meant to attack inequalities in Chinese society to cleanse China of its old ideas, cultural customs and habits, and to make the revolutionary idea shine in a new light, but it went to other extremes.

In May 1966, a woman named Nie Yuanzi (聂元梓) put up a wall poster at Beijing University. She argued that the Cultural Revolution should be a vigorous mass movement, and denounced the administration of Beijing University for restricting and preventing its proper development (Moise 1994: 161). Mao issued for her poster to be reprinted in the People’s Daily, and in the summer of 1966 students in Beijing began, with Mao’s support, to organize themselves as ‘Red Guards’ (红卫兵 Hongweibing). Mao put power into the hands of the Red Guards, who controlled everything from railway stations and schools to hospitals. They attacked the ‘Four Olds’: old ideas, old culture, old customs and old habits, as well as anything that they felt had represented the influence of the Soviet Union or of the Western capitalist countries. Schools, colleges and universities were either closed, or forced to teach political studies only.

After three years of calamity (1966 – 1969), comparative order was restored in 1969 and 1970. As early as 1969, ‘Revolutionary Committees’ were established to replace the administrative structures that had collapsed in the preceding years, and some of the concrete goals of the Cultural Revolution became more clearly visible. This was exemplified by May Seventh Cadre Schools, the ‘barefoot doctors’, and the massive reorientation of the educational system. The whole spirit of the educational system was altered in order to reduce the gap between the educated and the uneducated, between mental and manual labour. A system that had been geared towards the provision of a fairly good education to a few people was now redesigned in preference for a lower level of education to a greater number of people. Enrolment in secondary schools expanded dramatically, whilst enrolments in colleges and universities, when they finally reopened, remained below the levels of 1965 (Moise 1994). The duration of schooling was reduced (for example: at the college level, five-year courses of study were typically cut to three years). The number of hours of academic learning was also reduced so that students could devote a considerable portion of their time to manual labour – enough to ensure that their labour actually had economic value. Some grew vegetables in school gardens. Others worked in school products such as consumer goods and other simple products. Some even had contracts with nearby factories to produce components for large machinery. Price noted that ‘since the Cultural Revolution the number of “irregular schools” has greatly increased, making a great contribution to universalising of schooling’ (1977: 86).

Mao’s wife, Jiang Qing, dominated theatre, ballet and the cinema in China during this period. Under her supervision, the ‘Eight Model Plays’ (样板戏yangbanxi), a series of operas and ballets, were created as a vehicle for the propagation of Communist ideology. At the height of their popularity and influence, and by the order of the government, the ‘Eight Model Plays’ were the only artistic works exhibited in the country's theatres and on its television and radio broadcasts. To carry out the themes of propaganda, most of these works featured women in leadership roles or as militant combatants in the revolutionary struggle before 1949.​[25]​ Jiang Qing chose women as major characters for the same reasons as were present in the ideologies of the post-1949 consolidation period: mobilising women, the most oppressed group in Chinese society, provided the best stimulus to mobilise the whole nation.

It was also not by coincidence that Mao chose female students to advocate his ideas at the early stage of Cultural Revolution, for example Nie Yuanzi’s poster (mentioned earlier) and Song Binbin’s name.​[26]​ Women again became a means for Mao to promote mass movement. Consequently, with women being continuously pushed to the front of the political stage, a concept of gender-neutrality was established, which was famously propagated through Mao’s slogan ‘Women can hold up half the sky’(妇女能顶半边天 funü neng ding banbiantian).​[27]​ This slogan is not favoured by scholars, however, who suggest that it brought about the concept of the androgynous woman (Croll 1995). The detrimental result of ‘attaining or shouldering “half of heaven”’, Croll contends, is that it ‘became synonymous with the appropriation of public male roles in production and politics, with few concessions to female roles in marriage, reproduction or the family’ (Croll 1995: 99). Moreover, she points out:

At every point in the public and domestic arenas, the rhetoric of equality belied women’s separate and secondary experience of the revolution. It was not so much that women did not see the juxtaposition or discrepancy between rhetoric and experience, but that there was no place for this experience or even a language in which to express their experience of daily secondariness’. (Croll 1995: 80) 

This supposed elimination of gender difference began extending towards the elimination of psychological and physical differences between the two genders; the official view was that women and men are exactly the same in nearly every aspect. The Iron Girls – strong, robust and muscular women who boldly performed physically demanding jobs traditionally done by men – were celebrated in newspapers, pamphlets, and posters. The idol of the 60s’ youth was Xing Yanzi (邢燕子). A young women from Tianjin, she said farewell to the big city’s comfortable life in 1958 and went to the countryside to participate in rural farm work. With her short hair, deep sun-tanned skin, solidity and strength, Xing Yanzi modelled the 60's aesthetic standard – masculinization. Thereafter, the commando unit named after Xing Yanzi gained nationwide fame. The image of Xing has since become representative of ‘the Iron Girls’ of that time.
 
Figure 1 Iron girl Xing Yanzi​[28]​


The proportion of women in the paid labour force had further risen during this period; Pan Yunkang et al.’s (1987) survey in Nanjing found that, among the women married between 1966 and 1976, 91.7% were employed. Results from large-scale population surveys registered the same trend. Female labour force participation in urban China was one of the highest in the world, with about 9 in 10 urban women working (Bauer et al. 1992). Bian et al. (2000) and Wolf (1984) also confirm that, in urban, women shared equal economic responsibility with their husbands.

At a more informal level, the chaos of the Cultural Revolution allowed many women to leave their homes and travel all over China as Red Guards. For many this was an exciting and liberating experience. The physical mobilisation of women, first from home to work, then from the local to the national stage, furthermore promoted the spirit of women at that time. Yet the result of the mass mobilisation movement did not turn out well – lives were lost, students were either not well educated or not educated at all, and economic growth was set back for years. Moreover, people were discriminated against for having the wrong ‘class background’ (see chapter 1), and their general wellbeing, career prospects and life opportunities, including for education and occupation, were determined accordingly. Women, with both birth and marriages deemed to be the determinants of their class status, were rendered doubly vulnerable to prejudice, discrimination and persecution (Zhang X.1999). Hence, women’s mobilisation was ‘limited to these acceptable to the proletarian revolutionary programmes and their realisation was constrained by them’ (Phizacklea et al. 1992: 4). The period from 1966 to 1976 was later referred to by the Chinese leadership as the ‘Ten Year Catastrophe’. 

Summary of Mao’s era

Based on Chinese traditional values, women were one of the most oppressed groups in Chinese traditional society. After 1949, the Marxist theory was used to serve the political interest of the CCP in keeping women’s concerns under state/party control in various socio-political circumstances at different historical times. The state claimed that women’s liberation and equality were achieved with the arrival of socialism; but Chow et al. (2004) maintain that applying Marxist theory to women’s questions was a flawed approach, as ‘Marxist economic determination gave primacy to class analysis under which women’s issues are subsumed’, therefore ‘leaving women’s cultural, psychological, and individual liberation not fully addressed’ (2004: 176-178). In Jaschok’s words, the CCP’s ‘monopoly claim on women’s liberation’ became ‘a new patriarchal orthodoxy’ as they were not ‘rooted in women’s experiences and visions’ (1994: 171-2). After enough experiences of suffering and injustice of life as ‘women’ in pre-1949, Chinese women in Mao’s China wanted to live as ‘humans’. They embraced the slogan ‘women can hold up half the sky’ eagerly, yet they still felt the oppression of masculine bias in gender equality and the persistence of gender segregation in the workplace. On top of this, they also had the added pressures of domestic tasks to deal with at home. Women of the time therefore had an excess of demands put onto them.

Nevertheless, substantial efforts were made to raise women’s educational standards and to increase their role in production. The Great Leap Forward witnessed a major, although ill-fated, attempt to free up women for employment by relieving them of domestic tasks. Whilst the Cultural Revolution may be viewed as an attack on the inequalities within Chinese society, it may also be regarded as a step towards the resolution of the ‘women question’. The Marriage Law of 1950 affirmed the equality of women within marriage. The change that had occured in women’s legal status, as well as the evidence of widespread changes in their material condition and their improved access to education and to political activity, can scarcely be contested.
        
Post-Mao Era

The post-Mao era is marked by the introduction of a market economy that placed China amongst global networks of capital and labour and saw the reconfiguration of relations between ‘state’ and ‘society’. After Mao, there were three major consecutive leaders: Deng Xiaoping, Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao. I separate the post-Mao era into two periods: the reform period, from 1978 to 1997, during which time Chinese policies were orchestrated by Deng, and the twenty-first century.
The reform period

With Mao’s death on 9th September 1976, immediate reform was seen as necessary. Deng Xiaoping, the successor, felt that the CCP needed to improve the standard of living of the populace in order to remain in power. Domestically, he switched the centrally-planned economy to a market-oriented one; externally, unlike Mao in his later years, his policy was to open up, rather than shut off, China to the rest of the world. Deng’s reform policy is generally termed as the Open Policy.

Due to the polysemic nature of the Chinese language, the word ‘open (开放kaifang)’ in the Open Policy (开放政策kaifangzhengce) can be used either as a verb or an adjective, to mean: 1) come into bloom; 2) lift a ban, restriction; 3) open to traffic or public use; and 4) be open (to the public). Interestingly, when used as an adjective with a female personal pronoun or female name subject, kaifang can mean ‘sexually liberated’. Farrar (2002) grasped this one particular usage of the word kaifang, which is titled in his book as Opening Up, in which he depicted a panoramic view of sexual culture change in Shanghai during the economic open and reform period. He suggests that this was a period during which there was opening up of not only sexuality, but also the economy and all other aspects of society. ‘Opening’, Farrar informs us, ‘thus functions as a kind of folk metanarrative, tying together diverse changes in society and culture (2002: 25).’

This policy has improved the standards of living of the majority of Chinese at a remarkable rate since 1979, yet these very successes have inevitably produced related changes in popular attitudes, social stratification (the widening gap between the rich and the poor), population mobility and so on, that alter the way people live, think and engage in economic activity. This is an unsettling process. Whilst rapid economic growth may help to satisfy escalating popular demands, rapid growth can also contribute to tension and instability. Young (2002) aptly points out:





Extremely rapid economic development in most cases means that people’s lives in the aggregate are changing faster than are the normative systems that sustain a society and give it meaning. The dislocation always associated with urbanisation and the shifting factory labours are, therefore, exacerbated by confusion in values and sharp generational conflicts. (1995: 298)   

However, besides these negatives, Young (2002) acknowledges that transition – and the uncertainty that comes with it – carries a number of elements that promise reward if developed efficaciously. ‘People moved forward to throw off the shackles and greater certainties of their state-based economic systems and opt for the freedom and greater uncertainties of a more market-based approach’ (2002: 4-5). 

There is a heated debate among scholars as to whether the reform period is progressive or regressive for women (Honig and Hershatter 1988; Hooper 1984: 371; Rosen 1994). Their concerns are that the processes of change might leave women amongst the most disadvantaged in both the private and the public spheres. The state now implements the principle of ‘efficiency as the priority, with consideration given to fairness.’ The mechanisms of competition have led to a philosophy based on the ‘survival of the fittest’, in which women begin at a disadvantage, still only holding a weaker share of the social resources – the question of marginality is therefore raised. Moreover, women are receiving less protection from the state than was once granted to them in Mao’s time. This, combined with the strong hold of traditional views, sees a revival of ‘feudal practices’.





When China embarked on its rural economic reforms in the early 1980s, changes for women were not a planned part of its program for economic development, in the countryside or in the nation at large. The reform was conceptually a strategy of gender-blind political economy designed to generate economic growth in the nation, but the implications as it unfolded reached much further. Every facet of rural social life was affected, meaning that gender relations were recreated, and the lives of women potentially or actually transformed (Judd 2002: 1).

The conventional division of labour between men and women in rural China has been expressed in the phrase, ‘men plough and women weave (男耕女织nangeng nüzhi)’.The reform policy applied to the rural areas was the ‘family combined production contract responsibility system’ (家庭联产承包责任制Jiating lianchan chengbao zerenzhi), meaning that family farming was to replace the commune system of Mao’s era. This, according to Hok (2005), ‘allowed heads of households, often the men, to reassume great decision making power over their family’s economic activities, which effectively invigorated the traditional authority structures of the family’ (Hok 2005: 10), and consequently disadvantaged women. Meanwhile, the opening up of China allowed a greater degree of entrepreneurial activity in agriculture, commerce and industry and attracted a great deal of overseas investment, thus creating many job opportunities in the newly industrializing areas, particularly among the coastal cities designated as Special Economic Zones (SEZ). The inevitable result was that labour migration within China increased rapidly in the 1980s, and by the 1990s, had become the largest in the world (Roberts 1997). Many men found the rural agricultural labour less profitable, as the industrialized cities were widely recruiting lower paid, manual workers, particularly in dangerous trades such as building.​[29]​ Men were entering more profitable areas of the rural economy and migrating to the cities, leaving an increasing amount of agricultural work to be done by women, who were less mobile in both occupational and geographic terms. By the 1990s, women were roughly carrying out two-thirds of the entire nation’s agricultural labour. This gave rise to a rephrasing of the former description, ‘men work and women plough (男工女耕nangong nügeng)’, using a term for work that designates male labour as non-agricultural (Judd 2002: 34).

In the view of Meng Xianfan (1993; 1995), the emergence of this new gender division of labour held encouraging prospects for improvement in rural women’s lives, as women who were previously under-employed due to the large amount of surplus labour in the countryside were enabled to become income earners. Also, in contrast to the previous situation in which husband and wife work together in agriculture or any other household endeavours, women were independent in this newly-established gendered division of labour. The women in question were usually middle-aged or older, with the responsibilities of looking after children and the elderly at home, as well as their allocated farms.

At the same time, a generational migration pattern was emerging. There were indeed some rural married women accompanying their husbands to the cities, but the majority of women migrant workers were young and unmarried (Lang and Smart 2002). Increasing numbers of young women from poor rural areas in central, northern and western China moved to coastal cities in the search of a better life, escaping from farm labour and financial dependence. Ngai Pun (1999) estimates that these women made up around 70 % of the work-force in China’s special economic zones and in other newly industrialized districts.​[30]​ The popular term in China for this special group of women is dagongmei打工妹. Dagongmei is a term that was coined in the reform period, denoting a new kind of labour relationship fundamentally different from those of Mao’s era. A Cantonese term imported from Hong Kong, its meanings are multi-layered. Dagong打工 means ‘to work as a labourer’ or ‘to work for the boss’, connoting commodification and capitalist labour in exchange for wages. Mei妹 means younger sister, however if used outside the familial context, it may not only denote gender but also marital status – mei are normally single, unmarried and younger. From the term gongren 工人 – working people – which carried the highest status in the socialist rhetoric of Mao’s era, to the new word dagong – that of a hired hand, Pun discovered a lesser identity in a new context shaped by the rise of market factors in labour relations and hierarchy; moreover, there is a gender identity embedded in the term dagongmei. Whilst gongren is a gender-neutral word where sexual difference was diluted through propaganda and institutionalized arrangements, dagongmei unveils the femininity of the workers. Pun argues that ‘within the capitalist practices engendering hierarchy, sexual differences were one of the major regulatory projects’ (Pun 1999: 14). In the manager’s point of view, dagongmei were recruited not only because they were migrant peasant-workers, but also females, who were therefore cheaper and easier to regulate (Pun 1999, Lang and Smart 2002). 





In the urban areas, the absence of economic state protection for women and the withdrawal of affirmative action supporting their participation in politics, have resulted in lower incomes, loss of any substantive share of positions of formal political power, and even weaker conditions of employment. In addition, women workers in former state-owned and state-operated enterprises have found themselves the first to be out of work as a result of economic restructuring and down-sizing. This was based on the grounds that women should not be regarded as the principal income-earner in each family. Liu Jieyu (2007), in her research on the impact of reform on women’ work, depicts a complex picture of the danwei (单位) system. On the one hand, the system provided the urban woman with a secure environment, including lifetime employment, a basic salary and all benefits and services – food, housing, education, health care, and recreational activities; but on the other, this very system of security fostered the dependence of women on the state, thus depriving women of their autonomy in both the public sphere (danwei as enforcing state ideology) and the private sphere (working and living in danwei). However, because of the complex picture of central control and the consequent state interference into private lives, Liu acknowledges another perspective in terms of the departure of the system: ‘perhaps women in general should be grateful for the advent of the economic reform which clashes with this ideology in promoting individualism (Liu 2007: 20). 

Meanwhile, it is also clear that the development of production lines in those areas has provided other urban women with new employment opportunities, and as a result, many, especially the young and educated group, have successfully negotiated their way through the dramatically changing social currents to claim their own development; the reason is often explicitly because they were women (MaLaren 1998). This argument is almost identical to that of the dagongmei, which is that women are cheaper, less likely to make trouble in the workplace, and more likely to be suited to ths kind of work. Gender segregation in workplace has therefore increased, yet job segregation within the same gender has increased too – younger and more educated women tend to enter the glamorous professional jobs, and old and less qualified women have the low end of manual work.The operation of the market could bring another benefit, however, creating a public sphere that is essential to the formation of interest groups. Competition for resources, jobs and profit, encouraged by the market, creates ‘possibility spaces’ within which individual needs can be aired (Rai 1995).

Social trends and social policy

When China was transformed from a planned economy to a market economy, the governmental functions were reduced. Enterprises began to possess the power of hiring and firing workers, and profit, cost saving and high efficiency were the most pursued. The reduction in efficiency and increase in medical fees associated with women’s reproduction became a burden on individual enterprises, and many firms hired men instead of women. All of these factors restricted the realisation and development of women’s rights (Fang 2005; Liu 2007). Reporting an economically successful village Daqiuzhuang’s policy to persuade women to return home, Beaver et al. (1995) worryingly anticipate:

The situation of Daqiuzhuang is evidence that with economic reform the possibility exists in China for widespread abandonment of women’s liberation and even of women’s participation in the public arena. The wealth of Daqiuzhuang is an alluring prospect to rural villages struggling to find their way in the world of international commence; the price to be paid in the return of women to an unequivocal second-class status. (1995: 228)

Meanwhile, the publicity surrounding the sharp increase of female infanticide due to the one-child policy and other forms of prejudice and discrimination against girls and women at the end of 1981 pushed the Women’s Federation to urge the government to separate and legally enshrine women’s rights (Yang 1982). Following the promulgation of the first constitution in 1954, a revised constitution was passed in 1982. This, along with the 1992 Law on the Protection of Women’s Rights and Interests – the first law protecting the rights of women in China’s history (Croll 2001: 35), greatly strengthened the legal status of women and the protection of women’s rights and interests. There are many aspects of equality included in this1992 law – women’s education and training, women’s career advancement, women’s employment situations and working women’s labour protection. In 1995 the Programme for the Development of Chinese Women (1995-2000) was published, which emphasized the importance of promoting existing laws (Fang et al. 2005: 55). Since the 1995-2000 Program, the Chinese government has published a Programme of Women’s Development every ten years. It is also compulsory for each region to respond to the national programme, and set up their regional plan.

Although the formulation of laws is only one factor in the struggle for equality, it is of high importance because it provides a legal basis for action. These efforts in legality and policy clearly reflect a desire on the part of the CCP to align itself with international standards in this domain. Meanwhile, the Chinese Women’s Federation continues to expand as it locates and teaches female cadres to promote women’s political participation. However, women cadres are underrepresented both at the highest decision-making levels (15.5%) and at the basic level in rural villages (24.1%), and are rarest in the middle provincial and ministerial level where female cadres make up only 8% of the leadership groups (Wang, Q. 2004).

To meet the demand of a skilled labour force for a fast-developing national economy, the CCP launched an education reform movement in 1985 to achieve nine-year compulsory education and to reform secondary and higher education. By 1990, women made up 33.7% of all students enrolled in regular higher education institutions (Ma 2004). One of the more challenging issues in the implementation of these policies concerned females’ unequal treatment in education and its relationship with gender inequality in the larger society. First of all, far fewer girls in the rural areas enter the primary or secondary schooling, and consequently higher education; and secondly, the female graduate students’ numbers are comparatively lower, comprising 36.3 % at the master’s level and 26.6 % at the doctoral level in 2000 (Ma 2004); lastly, female undergraduates often encounter difficulties in finding employment.





Of all the reforms and policies set in motion in the early 1980s in China, the one-child policy has been called ‘the most momentous and far-reaching’ in its implications for China’s population and economic development (Croll 1983: 88). China’s most pressing problem is to feed its growing population. Strict population control was seen as the only method which could prevent starvation, but it could bring hardship, pain and humiliation to individuals – especially to women, whose value is often still measured by the number of sons they are able to bear.

Initiated in 1979, the implementation of this policy has aroused strong criticism, with particular reference to the encouragement of abortion, sterilization and female infanticide, as well as old-age insecurity. The lack of security at retirement and habitual reliance on sons for support in old age has led to the fear that one-child policy might encourage female infanticide. However, Hong (1987) argues that the policy could have latent ramifications. First, it could drastically reduce the size and significance of the patrilineal lineage,​[32]​ and promote the popularity of uxorilocal marriage. With the patrilineal lineage stripped to its minimum, its power and sphere of influence on the individual village, and work, could be expected to dwindle. Meanwhile, as the distortions in sex ratios appear, women might use their scarcity as a leverage to negotiate for an uxorilocal marriage, which would enhance rather than undermine their roles in family and society. Secondly, the one-child policy would reduce the time spent on childrearing, therefore encouraging women to make non-traditional career choices. The one-child policy, albeit not explicitly designed for the benefit of women, ‘could bring Chinese women to a level of social equality heretofore unattainable even under the most favourable ideological conditions’ (Hong 1987: 324). 





At Deng’s departure in 1997, China continued its economic reform policy for nearly twenty years, progressing through momentous changes, some of which have changed the country beyond recognition. In the 1980s, David Lampton, Kenneth Lieberthal and Michel Oksenberg coined the phrase ‘fragmented authoritianism’ to capture the nature of the Chinese system. However, Michel Oksenberg (2001) admits that such a description could not have anticipated the changes that occurred from the late 1990s onwards. Four interrelated systems have been at work: idiosyncratic ad hoc responses of the top leaders to the series of structural challenges that they have faced; the consequences of opening China to the outside world; the emergence of a proto-market economy; and the transformation of telecommunications and transportation that are sweeping through China (Oksenberg 2001: 28). These powerful factors are generating an evolution of the system, but in an incoherent and uncoordinated fashion. As China enters the twenty-first century, one narrative has just begun to fully unfold: the story of the ongoing market reforms and the growth of consumerism.

China faces new challenges as its increasing linkages with global capital present problems that are increasingly similar to the ones experienced in the industralized West. These include, for example, the connections between (capitalist) production and (human) reproduction, paid workplace labour and unpaid household labour, wage earning and product-consumption, and so on – all of which involve complex relationships ranging from gender to political economy. Even in 1995, it was evident that in this transitional period, old cultural practices, new urban cosmopolitan models, pressures and guidance from the communal rural society, desires and pursuits in the modern yet anonymous industrial world, all mix and work together to form femininities ( Croll 1995). Women take on managerial roles in the private sector, acquire technological skills in the professions, attempt to enter the innermost sanctums of political power, work as maids in the homes of the affluent and even ply their trade as prostitutes. It is a complex picture of opportunities, challenges, disadvantage and abuse.

The emergence of new female images and the rejection of the androgynous ‘iron girls’ of the revolutionary years went even further (Hok 2005). Many Chinese women are ready to give up their social equality in order to gain the freedom of fashion and style, to achieve higher living standards and to become desirable in the eyes of men. Feminists both inside and outside China, however, were not sure that the renewed expression of gender difference was synonymous with freedom. Scholars such as Brownell and Wasserstrom asked, ‘Are women reverting to their traditional role on Chinese society, trading feminism for femininity?’ (2002: 15). The new female images are not entirely new, but are at least in part a resurgence of the traditional female stereotype, based on the traditional Confucian dichotomous perception of male (yang) and female (yin). These images contain attributes such as ‘softness’, ‘weakness’ and ‘passiveness’, which were most often thought to be uniquely female (Croll 1995).

Deng Xiaoping had noted the inevitable downside of opening the country to the West when he commented in the early 1990s: ‘When you open the windows, you have to live with the flies that come in’ (Dover 2008: 239). The problem for China was that by 2004 the flies had become far more of a nuisance than even Deng had envisioned. Like a form of pestilence, the influence of the foreign media, especially the advent of foreign broadcasters, has been seen as a malignant presence. Hu Jintao, Chinese president from 2004 to 2012, and the leaders from the Propaganda Department, intended to start swatting flies by moving to rein in the media and re-assert control.

Lieberthal, in his conclusion about China’s political system during the late 1990s, predictes that ‘the state can and probably will employ a range of strategies to fend off challenges from a developing society’ (1995: 328). One of the strategies the CCP employs is to encourage cultural nationalism by advocating Confucian culture and Chinese culture interchangeably in this period of ideological vacuum. The notion of a culture that has the strength to shape the future is an enticing one, as it resonates amongst a populace eager to step over the ruins of socialism. From this perspective, Rofel (1999) has highlighted that Chinese culture provides a framework for cultural negotiations. ‘Talk of Chinese culture generates excitement about new possibilities and feeds a nationalist desire to move beyond the humiliations of semi-colonial past. It leads people to believe in the rightness and goodness of new forms of domination’ (1999: 278). Other scholars note that the lack of adequate institutional and financial provision for the elderly in China has produced a crisis of support in many rural areas; the renovation of cultural tradition in policy and law, therefore, is to ‘compensate for the government’s policy focus on economic growth rather than social welfare’ (Evans 2008: 173). 

In the name of building ‘a harmonious society’, President Hu Jintao cited Confucious in a key speech in 2006, confirming that harmony is something to be cherished. The government promotes Confucianism as the new ideology through a series of programmes. First, it aims to set up 1000 Confucius Institutes around the world before 2020.​[33]​ Secondly, Classic Chinese studies have been set up in universities and central television stations, and academics from renowned universities make public speeches in the media about the virtues of Confucian ideas. Yu Dan’s (于丹) lecture on The Analects became such a hit that her interpretation of Confucian thought has become a surprise best-seller in China, with about four million copies sold.​[34]​ Thirdly, traditional festivals have been integrated into national official holidays since 2008. Apart from the Spring Festival and the Mid-autumn Festival, the Qingming Festival (清明节 – its name denotes a time for people to go outside and enjoy the greenery of springtime and also to tend to the graves of the departed ones), and the Dragon Boat Festival (端午节Duanwu Jie – the festival memorializes the high official Qu Yuan (​http:​/​​/​en.wikipedia.org​/​wiki​/​Qu_Yuan" \o "Qu Yuan​), who lived from 340 BC to 278 BC, and the celebration of the harvest of winter wheat).

The CCP’s effort to celebrate Chinese culture and Confucian Culture would inevitably bring back Confucian thinking of women, and could therefore reaffirm the subordinate status of Chinese women. Even though this is a most recent policy it is still difficult to see its social damage to women, yet nevertheless it is a worrying trend. It should be noted that Confucian thinking has been seen as a momentous barrier to women’s emancipation by feminists in other Asian countries, such as Japan and South Korea, where harmony means obedience and ‘no complaining’ (Jackson et al. 2008).
Scholars from mainland China, however, are optimistic towards the new century. Although present reforms are not beneficial to women in numerous ways, Li Xiaojiang states that they have brought about an awakening of Chinese women’s collective consciousness of their accustomed dependence on society. With this awakening, it may be possible to ‘realize a thousand or even ten thousand ways out’ because, ‘if the collective consciousness of Chinese women were awakened, then we would definitely see enlightened women actively involved in society, and would see self-improvement and consciousness-raising movements for women’ (Li 1994: 382).

Summary of Post-Mao period

The Open Policy in the late 1970s signals the starting of transitional economies where the move from a command to a market basis took place and change was at the epicenter of the economic process. Subsequently, China is marked by the proliferation of gender discourses and female bodily images (Croll 1995; Evans 1997). Rural women farmers, young migrant rural women, urban women workers, and urban housewives all face dilemmas: opportunities and financial independence on the one hand, but disadvantages and insecurity on the other. Women are induced to live with conflicting feelings, emotions and subjectivities, far from their own making. 

After nearly sixty years of pushing women to the frontiers of the political agenda, the extent of women’s emancipation in China remains the subject of debate. Chinese women have walked the path from ‘being a woman’ to ‘being a human’, and then ‘being a human’ to ‘being a woman’ in their pursuit of emancipation (Wang Z. 1999: 366). Possibly, a consensus is reflected in Andors’ book title ‘The Unfinished Liberation of Chinese Women’ (1983). But exactly where – in which country, in which state on this planet – have women been fully emancipated? Liberation, or emancipation, is more easily said than done. True liberation of women is only possible when women start to believe they deserve the same rights as men, as Maria Jaschok warns that success for women’s emancipation is ‘dependent on progress in inner – that is, mental – processes where norms and values, conventions and traditional assumptions, define the place of women and their function in society’ (Jaschok 1988: 112). Positively, the one-child policy has created a social context that undermines the traditional belief in female inferiority – the urban girls enjoy their parents’ full attention and investment. These changes could signal a real emancipation for Chinese women who are lucky enough to live in large cities and grow up as only children (Tsui and Rich 2002: 90).

The 60s Generation and the Dark Age

In the West, the later decades of Mao’s era became a contested field for scholars to debate, but one unanimous verdict seems to predominate: the dark age (Zhong et al. 2001). Honig sees this a period ‘when both feminism and femininity were rejected’ as ‘feminism or any discussion of women’s specific problems was declared bourgeois’ and ‘femininity or any assertion of a specifically female identity was denounced’ (Honig 2002:255). But closer scrutiny, as well as historical materials about and personal experiences of the Cultural Revolution, reveals that notions of feminism and femininity were far more complex.​[35]​ Cohen reasons that this highly simplified and unrelieved negative picture has gained popularity partly because of the propaganda of the Cold War and the triumph of global capitalism, and partly through the ‘victim’ literature written by people who experienced the later Mao years personally, and who then came to the West and detailed their sufferings in published accounts (Cohen 2005: xi). Wild Swans (Jung Chang 1993) and Vermilion Gate (Aiping Mu 2002) are two of the most influential works, written by Chinese women who were living in the West, and published in the West.​[36]​ 

Meanwhile, there is increasing evidence that people who lived through the Mao era have their own diverse memories which cannot be easily represented by a few famous memoirs and well-known intellectuals’ dark age narratives. These are the ordinary people who have no means of representations, and among them are those who passed through their youth or childhood in the 50s and 60s. Interestingly, part of my own motivation to write this thesis on the 60s generation came from my discontent with the dark age narrative. In 2002, as I was wandering around a library in the UK, looking for books about China, I found Wild Swans. I was told by the librarian that it was ‘a wonderful book’ and ‘well worth reading’, so I left the library with the book. It was gripping​, I have to say. I could not put it down until the very end, when Jung Chang described, frankly, how she seized the opportunity to come to the UK. She could not hide her glee: ‘How lucky I was to have my resourceful mother!’ (Chang 1991: 457).

With little background knowledge, a Western reader might easily skip this sentence, but for me, it stayed in my mind and prompted me to look at Wild Swans in another light. In 1978, China’s door towards the world was creaking, and about to open. Jung Chang was the first student who came from mainland China to study in the UK since the Cultural Revolution. She said that the reasons for her move were because of her excellent exam results, and Britain’s sense of fair play ensured that authorities were able to grant her a place at York University. I am not so sure that everyone from China would agree with this meritocratic interpretation. In Wild Swans, Chang’s mother obtained a place in a university for Chang via an officer at the same status level as her but in a different department; then, through a friend, she was able to reach a higher status officer who had the power to remove the existing candidate, making Chang one of the three candidates in the whole Sichuan province to attend the exam that would allow her to study in the West; lastly, Chang’s mother directed a friend who taught in a foreign language university to provide Chang with intensive training for the exam. To ‘have a resourceful mother’ is a telling revelation that meritocracy was less relevant in Chang’s social mobility than powerful connections or guanxi.​[37]​ 

It was at exactly at this point that I stopped admiring Chang’s writing style, and saw something disturbing. In Wild Swans, Chang noted, ‘I knew that I was lucky to come from a privileged family, much though it had suffered’ (Chang 1993: 670). ‘Privileged’ and ‘resourceful’ – can a fair-minded writer legitimately declare her personal political suffering based on these two preconditions? What were the lives of the ordinary people? Had they all suffered? Did different age groups or gender suffer differently?

Through research, I have come across a book called Some of Us (Zhong et al. 2001), which resonates my own thinking. Some of Us is a collection of memoirs by 25 female scholars who have completed PhDs in the US, and remained to work there since the 1980s. The contributors challenge the dark age narratives which allow little room for other kinds of memories and thoughtful reflections. They point out that Wild Swans’ unique and privileged description of life is not a legitimate, authoritative voice that represents all: it places the ordinary 50s generation in the shadows. In their introduction, Zhong Xueping, Wang Zheng and Bai Di write:

This collection of memoirs about the Mao era promises to be different. It offers a counter-narrative to the popularly received Red Guards and female victim or sexual repression memoirs found in the West. In telling their stories, the contributors do not represent their early lives through the all-too-familiar lenses of persecution, violence, victimization, sexual repression, and so forth. Instead, their stories, each in its own way, tap into the much entangled dimensions of the social and various public and private domains often overlooked or dismissed by scholars and unexpected by Western reading public in general. In doing so, these stories are poised to raise difficult and challenging questions about a controversial, important period in modern Chinese history. (2001: xiiv)

In another memoir, Ye Weili and Ma Xiaodong (2005) have recorded their experiences of girlhood, adolescence, and early adulthood in China in the years before and during the Cultural Revolution. Ye and Ma do not deny the more gruesome aspects of the Cultural Revolution decade – indeed, a particularly horrific incident that took place at Ye’s school in Beijing forms a central component of the story. However, many years later, as they began a series of conversations about their experiences, they both sensed that, in the depiction of a period that had gained such general currency in the West, there was no place for them to fit in memories that were dear to them. This made it extremely difficult for them to reconstruct their individual growing-up experiences in a more complex, honest and balanced way. Most accounts of this period focus on large-scale socio-political phenomena (violent campaigns, societal breakdown, red guards rampaging, and the mass performances of Chairman Mao in Tiananmen Square) and, in the process, tend to pay little attention to what Ye refers to as ‘the texture of everyday life’ and the ‘multiple shades of grey in a huge society (Ye and Ma 2005: 9). 

As one of the 60s generation, I am happy to encounter Some of Us, the counter-voice of dark-age narratives, but I have come to realize that although we (60s generation) and Some of Us (50s generation) are both uneasy with Wild Swans, our reasons are dissimilar. Whilst Some of Us and Wild Swans have an intra-generational disagreement, the 60s generation and Wild Swans have an inter-generational one. This is simply because our experiences are different: Jung Chang was an adult, while we were still children during the Cultural Revolution. We only caught a glimpse of the darkness at the childhood stage of our life course, and this allowed most of us to pass through our youth in a time of relative stability and predictability. We were too young during the high tide of the Cultural Revolution to have been directly affected, and the post-1978 reform offered us an opportunity to start afresh. In particular, we do not direct hatred towards what we have been through. Unlike most of the 50s generation women, who went to revolution when they should have gone to school, re-entered the education system when they should have had a family and became unemployed when in their prime, the 60s generation women have not had these experiences. Instead, they escaped the ‘Youth Intellectual Go down Mountains’(shangshanxiaxiang 上山下乡) campaign, and escaped the fervour of the Red Guards too. Nonetheless, raised on a diet of political struggle and personal sacrifice, they were seen as the last group of successors with revolutionary quality: they knew the Cultural Revolution when they first opened their eyes and entered the world; they witnessed the ups-and-downs of several political leaders; they were pushed into an environment full of revolutionary slogans when they started to learn their first words. Revolutionary slogans were this generation’s ‘mother tongue’. Those experiences of the 60s generation therefore have seperated them from the 70s and 80s’ reform generation, who instead was raised during the consumer revolution. The 60s generation is trapped in the middle, and, as a transitional generation, they are China’s inbetweeners.

Zhang and Cheng’s The Fourth Generation (Disidiaren第四代人)(1988) presented an analytical framework which divided the Chinese people into four generations that shaped the social life of China in the 1980s. Each generation experienced different historical eras in their formative years, which moulded distinctive characters for each of them, and in turn gave rise to clashes and differences between them. 

According to Zhang and Cheng, the first generation, who grew up during the early decade of the 20th century and entered society before 1949, were the creators of the People’s Republic of China, ‘a generation of heroes’ who had firm beliefs and staunch wills (2008: 20). Mao Zedong was both their leader and their representative. The second generation was those who were educated and socialized between 1949 and 1966, and were heavily influenced by the beliefs and values of the first generation. They willingly gave up their personal choices and devoted themselves to the cause of the Party, becoming the ‘dustless screws of the revolutionary machine’ (2008: 28). Zhang and Cheng described them as an extremely dull generation that was blindly subordinate to and dependent on the first generation – a ‘grey colored generation’ (2008: 42). The third generation was ‘born into the new society and grew up under the red flag’ (2008: 55). As the Red Guards and later educated youths sent to the countryside, they were socialized and reached maturity during the tumultuous and perilous years of the Cultural Revolution, which decisively shaped their natures. There were many labels for this generation in the early 1980s, such as the ‘sceptical generation’, the ‘lost generation’, the ‘confused generation’, ‘the reflecting (fansi反思) generation’, the ‘awakened generation’, and the ‘rising and promising generation’ among others (2008: 61). Their complex experiences created so many contradictions in their mentalities, personalities and behaviour that they became the most difficult generation to understand. 

The fourth generation included students who were born in the 1960s and entered maturity in the post Cultural Revolution environment. The book stated that the first three generations were the products of a ‘political era’, despite the great differences between them. The fourth generation, on the other hand, was the product of an ‘economic era’ which began in 1979. The characteristics of the members of this generation reflected the features of this new era. They were the children of the second generation and the younger siblings of the third. In contrast with the former three generations, especially the willingly docile generation of their parents, they had a strong self-consciousness; self was the centre of their world and the starting point of their values. In terms of social life, they no longer just accepted the choice of the society or let the Party arrange everything for them as the second generation had done. They wanted to control their future and design their position in society for themselves. For them, one’s whole life should be a process of continuous self-design and self-realization. They were sceptical, opposed political-moral indoctrination, and eagerly embraced various foreign ideas and cultures (Zhang and Cheng 1988).

The fourth generation is the 60s generation, but I would argue that Zhang and Cheng’s definition that the 60s generation as a total product of an economic era is not accurate, as this generation’s childhood was under Mao’s political era. They were ‘eggs laid by the red flag’ (红旗下的蛋hongqixiadedan), in the words of the most prominent 60s generation singer Cui Jian’s崔健 album title. What Cui Jian meant was that the 60s generation is, to a large extent, the product of the Party line. 
























Having examined the position of the 60s generation of Chinese women in history and integrated my own memory, I now move onto a range of 60s women. In this chapter, I will contextualise my own experiences with the wider group of 60s generation of women. I break up this chapter into three stages: first, pre-field, establishing a research method; second, in-field, data generation; third, post-field, data analysis and reflection. 

I am aware that a polarization between quantitative and qualitative method is no longer as popular as it was when concerning discussions about methods (Bryman 1989). Alvesson and Skoldberg note that it is ontology and epistemology, not methods, which are the determinants of good social science, and the hallmark of good research is ‘the capacity to swing between empathy and understanding on the one hand and critical questioning, refection, conceptualization and theoretical abstraction on the other’ (2000: 219). For me, the method I seek should first of all serve my research purpose, which is to explore the lives of the 1960s generation of Chinese women, and also fit within my working schedule and financial constraints. 

Pre-field: Establishing the Research Method

An important distinguishing feature of qualitative methods is that they start from the perspective and actions of the subjects studied, whilst quantitative studies typically proceed from the researcher’s idea about the dimensions and categories which should constitute the central focus (Bryman 1989). Every researcher, qualitative or quantitative, needs to make decisions about which data sources to use and which data generation methods might be the most appropriate for their purposes (Mason 2002). My data source is people, namely the 60s generation of Chinese women. The qualitative method pursues ‘richness, depth, nuance, context, multi-dimensionality and complexity’ (Mason 2002: 1) in data collection, and has strong affinity with feminist researchers who often ‘represent the lines of research that spotlight the under-privileged social groups, both politically and in research terms’ (Alvesson and Skoldberg 2000: 201). Moreover, in a qualitative approach, ‘the subjectivity of both the researcher and the subjects studied is central – in the first case through empathy and commitment, and in the second through personal experience (Alvesson and Skoldberg 2000: 215). 

Miller (2000) further summarises the following features, general to all qualitative techniques:
First, qualitative methods have more breadth; they are not limited to only a small number of variables in their analyses. New and interesting topic areas could be opened up as data collection is more exploratory and less constrained by predetermined protocols.
Second, qualitative methods have a strong humanist impetus in that they provide a means gaving voices to the ‘socially excluded’ (Bertaux 1996). Through biographical and other qualitative research techniques, faceless ‘cases’ could attain an identity that a quantitative analysis must deny them.
Third, the rich description is possible with qualitative techniques that allow for the depiction of process – ongoing or developing phenomena. 

The above statements about the qualitative method are in total agreement with my research purpose: first, Chinese women of the 60s generation has witnessed great social changes in their lives and the richness of their experiences needs to be captured; secondly, this generation is invisible under the political generation of the Cultural Revolution, and has been scarcely researched – a visibility issue which needs to be tackled; thirdly, integrating personal experiences with the wider group, ethnographic reflexivity, is an essential component of my research journey.

Within the qualitative method, the biographical/life history perspective is of particular relevance to my research. It commits to a holistic approach which emphasises breadth of content, an interest in questions of process and the interplay between personal and public history. Breadth and process have especially distinguished biographical history method from other qualitative techniques. Miller asserts that ‘the holistic aspects of biographies and family histories, by emphasising the individual as a unique entity located in a complex network of social relationships that change and evolve over historical time, distinguish the biographical approach from other qualitative techniques’ (Miller 2000: 10).This holistic approach of life history leads to broader depictions of individuals’ identities both across time and in the social networks that support them (Bertaux 1996). The perspective (or view point) of life history research is the totality of the biographical experience so that it allows one to grasp a sense of the totality of a life more than almost any other method (Miller 2000: 8-10). The biographical perspective places emphasis on process. Within this perspective, process has a particular double-edged meaning. When a person’s lifetime is viewed as a whole, the idea of their history can be apprehended as two levels. First, the individual has their own history of personal development and change as they process along their life course. Secondly, a considerable amount of time passes as they move along their life course. In this respect, historical events and social change at the societal level impinge upon the individual’s own unique life history.

A life story cannot be told without a constant reference to historical change, and this central focus on change must be seen as one of life history’s great values (Plummer 1983). In life history research, as the very name implies, a proper focus on historical change can be attained in a way that is lacking in many other methods. This is a dual focus which moves between the changing biographical history of the person in question and the social history of his or her life-span. ‘The micro/macro interplay between motivations of the individual and the social structure that provides opportunities and impediments to ambition and hopes inevitably moves to the fore’ (Miller 2000: 22). They are very relevant to the 60s generation of Chinese women, who have witnessed a huge level of social and political upheaval.

The historical events experienced by a birth cohort can provide distinct character and affect both the later life chances of its individual members and how they react to subsequent events (Riley et al. 1988). In this sense, membership in a given birth cohort – in my research, the 60s generation of Chinese women – can affect one’s life chances and behaviour dramatically. The important significance of this has not yet been appreciated (see chapter 1). Independently of other social structural features, membership in a specific cohort or generation can be considered as a structural factor of equal significance to other major structural divisions such as class, gender or ethnicity. While all the members of a generation may have lived through the same events at approximately the same ages, it does not necessarily follow that all of its members will have developed the same consciousness about the defining events of their generation. Each person alive at the time will have their own recollections of how the defining events of their generation affected them. These personal remembrances may resemble the experiences of others, but will be unique to the individual (Schumann and Scott 1989).

The basic terms used within biographical history research have undergone an evolution since their first inception in the early days of the Chicago school. Originally, life story referred to the account given by an individual about his or her life. When this personal account was backed up by additional external sources, such as newspaper reports, official records, photographs, letters or diaries and so on, the validated life story was called a life history. However, nowadays, reflecting the influence of the narrative viewpoint, the meanings of the terms has altered. ‘Life history’ refers to a series of substantive events arranged in chronological order. Confirmation or validation by external sources is no longer a necessary requirement for a life history (Bertaux 1981; Miller 2000). 





The life histories have been constructed from interviews that I conducted between July and September in 2008 in Hangzhou, China and between April and June in 2009 in Nottingham, UK. Using my interview data, I attempt to analyse phases and terms that signify the presence of a subjectivity in the 60s generation in order to discern which terms and concepts promoted in that era were meaningful to each of these women. That is, I use the women’s own words to reconstruct the subject position of the 60s generation women as a whole, rather than merely search texts produced by other generations to find 60s women’s subjectivity. Their voices were obtained through tape recorded conversations conducted in Chinese. Every individual from the 60s generation has a story to tell, and the stories of the women I chose are neither special nor striking. While being individual and personal, they offer slices of Chinese life that mirror the incredible history of the late twentieth and early twenty-first century. The emotional aspect is a vital part of any living history, and it is the most powerful, yet it often gets buried. Denyse Verschuur-Basse (1996) describes her own interviews with women:

These women talk about themselves and their families. They speak in their own voices; they are the subject and object of this work. It is their voices I am transmitting, and yet, for me, it is like a personal event I am transcribing. ‘As the process of writing starts, the image already appears in the mirror.’ It is these instantaneous images that I want to project. Although I know that mirrors distort, I feel obliged to give this view, without trying to explain the behaviour of these women; accepting the image as it appeared. How do these women see their itinerary, and beyond the changes, how do they see their current family life. (1996: 1) 
                                                                              
The life stories of my interviewees therefore serve two functions: on the one hand, the woman talks about herself; and on the other, being a witness to her time, her environment, and her social integration, her stories provide information about the social realities of every day life, and serve as vital tools for understanding society.

China is currently a country that is politically ruled by the communist Party, yet is economically capitalist. The result, therefore, is deeply confusing for some, and mildly amusing for others. This confusion and amazement does not just apply to the China observers and scholars in the West, but also to people in China, notably the 60s generation. In order to capture the spirit of this generation, and not feel lost within the sheer number of the 60s generation women as in reality I can only interview a small number, I focus on four groups: women cadres, rich men’s wives, women overseas and migrant workers. Out of these four, the first group – women cadres – is not, in principle, the product of the reform and China’s recent historical upheaval as it has existed since the establishment of communist party, but this group plays a key role in the process of China’s rising to the world stage; thus how women cadres think and act reflects the Party ideology. The other three groups are all direct outcomes of the Open Door policy from 1978. It was politically impossible for anyone, let alone women, to migrate internally or abroad or become affluent during Mao’s era. I interviewed three to five people for each group, but will only depict three for equal weighting and for the convenience of analysis. Through data collection and analysis of these four groups, whose political, social and economic statuses range from the highest to the lowest, and include women both in the domestic scene and on the global stage, I seek to capture the rich multi-layered texture of this generation.

Table 1 Comparison of political, economic and social status of different groups of women






Solemn statement – meeting the women cadres

The women cadre group has been at the centre of China’s historical transformation and therefore played a large role in implementing the Party’s policies, yet because their number is small compared to male cadres, together with their political training and political awareness, the group is not easy to access. Due to their exclusivity, my way of approaching them was through familiar circles and networks.

There are polarised views among scholars who are interested in the Chinese political system on whether political capital in the forms of Party membership and cadre status still plays a key role in the Chinese public psyche. During the Mao era, gaining access to the party was the sole means of career mobility, but post-Mao reforms created new opportunities. Rosen (1990) points out that there were three paths to career success during the 1980s: the ‘black’ path (representing a cap and gown, i.e., education, especially at a foreign university), the ‘gold’ path (going into business for oneself), and the ‘red’ path (joining the Party). Nearly thirty years later, would Rosen’s three paths still stay valid for anyone who aims to achieve their career goal? What are the incentives for the 60s generation of women to choose the third path, as clearly joining the Party would place additional demands on their time and limit the range of acceptable behaviour?  

The Party and government cadre (干部ganbu) system is the rough equivalent of the civil service system in many other countries. The term cadre refers to an individual who holds an official position of political or administrative leadership. Cadres hold paid administrative positions that involve full-time or part-time work. Cadre responsibilities depend on the position and locality, but they usually consist of the implementation of government policies, management of collective and state resources, accounting and statistical reporting to higher levels, issuance and approval of permits, and assessment of certain fees (Morduch and Sicular 2000). A cadre may or may not be a member of the Party, although a person in a sensitive position would almost certainly be a Party member.

There is a system to nurture and cultivate cadres within the CCP. In primary school, good students who possess the three virtues (morals, study and health) would be accepted into the Young Pioneer, and for the 60s generation, it was the Little Red Soldier (see chapter 1); in secondary school, for those over thirteen years old, the good students would be accepted into the Youth League to become a member. For over eighteens, after strict selection, the best candidates were allowed to join the Party, which could be the first step leading to cadre status. There is no automatic upgrade from young pioneer to youth league member, to Party member and then to cadre. One is scrutinised at each stage and only a handful are able to reach the cadre position.

One is officially eligible to join the Party once the age of eighteen is reached. In reality, however, an eighteen year old would be regarded as too young to possess the quality and experience of a Party member. If one applies for the Party membership after one’s eighteeth birthday, the application will go through at least two levels of the Party bureaucracy and numerous meetings. Once the candidate has a place on the list, he/she would go through numerous tasks, called a trial period, which could last from several months to several years. After having withstood this test, he/she would then be accepted as probationary Party member, which lasts for a whole year. Due to the many hurdles one has to go through, it is very rare to become a member at eighteen or nineteen.​[38]​ Recent statistics suggest there were 77,995 million Party members at the end of 2009, 16.940 million of whom are women, comprising 21.7% of whole membership​[39]​ and 0.0098% of Chinese population. Literature on Chinese women cadres is scarce, although some scholars have studied the general cadre system (see for example Morduch and Sicular 2000; Dickson and Rublee 2000). Their research shows that whilst the Party member system still matters, women are less advantaged than men in the cadre selection, and for those who have both Party card and university qualification, their advantage is the highest.

I discovered the first interviewee without too much trouble – we live in the same block! I knew of Wangyue from my friends. She worked in Zhejiang Youth League Federation​[40]​ before moving to her current job, a senior role in a TV station. We would always say hello when we met, but we had never held a long conversation. I had not seen her for at least five years before the interview. She was the first candidate who sprang to mind when I was considering selection for interviewees: she was born in 1962, and a women cadre. In the summer in China, after the evening meal but when it is still light, people often like to take walks to aid digestion and to obtain some fresh air. It was during one of these walks that I met Wangyue again. She was as friendly as ever. I told her that I wanted to interview the 60s generation of Chinese women, and she immediately volunteered, saying ‘I am the 60s generation’. She was busy with her work, and did not know exactly when she would next be home. I suggested that we met the next day 8pm in her apartment, as her office work should be finished by then, and for her convenience, I would go to her place. She seemed happy with the schedule.

The next day, she knocked on my door at 7:30pm. I was that grateful she came earlier than expected. ‘Should we go to your flat?’ I asked, as it had been agreed yesterday. ‘Oh, here is fine.’ She replied. As we were about to start, I took out the recorder, but she gave me a firm ‘no’. ‘We can just chat – I don’t like recording as it makes me nervous.’ ‘Can I take notes?’ I asked. She hesitated, but finally said, ‘that’s fine.’ She didn’t dodge any of my questions, but the answers she gave were akin to social formulae: how she was inspired by her mother, how she was grateful for receiving the right education and right job. She was little and did not know things during the Cultural Revolution. She was single, but lived a happy life. She depicted a rosy picture of being a Chinese female cadre. It only dawned on me later that, just like her no-recording policy, the reason why she came to my place instead of hers was because she did not want her private life on show. In this way, she displayed her public persona but did not reveal anything personal. It was as if she was doing a press conference – every answer was official.

Interestingly, the place where I interviewed the next two women cadres was in the UK. They came to Nottingham Trent University Business School for one year’s Master’s degree. Since 2003, the governing bodies in some affluent Chinese provinces started to send cadres abroad to obtain professional training, most of them went to America or Britain. These candidates had to meet certain criteria, such as being less than forty-five years old, holding a position of deputy chu处​[41]​ level or above and passing strict English exams. These two were among the selected few. In 2008-2009, 19 cadres (six were female) from Hangzhou municipal government came to Nottingham Trent University. I did not know them personally, but I knew the head of the cadres’ class,​[42]​ who arranged the two for me to interview.

I informed them beforehand that the interview would be recorded, their real names would not be shown in the thesis and that the interview was purely for academic purposes. They both lived in a student dormitory, with no en suite facilities and only a sink in the room. The first interviewee, Mingzhu, allowed me one hour’s interview as she had an urgent appointment with a tutor to discuss her dissertation. They had been in the UK as students for nine months, and would return to Hangzhou in less than a month. With this background of knowledge, my opening line when I met them was ‘are you missing home?’ Home was our mutual background as we come from the same city in China, and I thought that by tapping into an emotional key, I would be able to quickly develop a strong rapport with them. Surprisingly however, both of them gave an explicit ‘no’. Mingzhu’s answer was ‘I have been really working hard here, I don’t have time to think about home’ and Chenying, ‘My parents look after my son well, so I don’t need to worry about him.’ They were both polite. Mingzhu had an incredible ability to summarise: when she talked about her mentor, she would summarise his managerial skills in one, two, three points; when she talked about her mother’s influence on her, she would summarise it into one, two and three points; when she talked about her ten-year-old daughter, she would again summarise her daughter’s independence into one, two and three points. I did not feel that her answers were rehearsed; it was just the way she talked after being a cadre for ten years. She was neat with her conversational content, in her dress and in the decoration of her room and she was extremely efficient, always getting to the point in both her words and her actions. When the hour was nearly up, she reminded me that she had to go to the tuition. Everything was carried out as scheduled, yet somehow, I found it disconcerting. We had sat face-to-face for a whole hour, and whilst I had certainly been able to grasp the abstract of her life, what seemed to be missing was the blood and soul. It was, at best, a silhouette. She had answered all of my questions, yet there was no tangiable feeling within her answers. It seemed as if I had heard this story many times before. Thinking back to my interview with Wangyue, I found it familiar. I did know Wangyue, but only from public knowledge of where she lived and worked – at best, gossip of her private life, and I had not known Mingzhu before. For both of them, after one or two hours of interview, my understanding of them did not go beyond the knowledge they could probably have shared with any member of the public – they have been giving me the official line on their personal life.

This realisation frustrated me for quite a while. I felt that I had not obtained what I wanted. But what exactly did I want? Hadn’t they replied to all my questions? I paused and answered myself. Yes, they had indeed. I tried to step into their shoes for a second. To them, I was an outsider. An outsider who had been aboard and who could potentially pose a risk to their future career if they did not speak carefully – afterall, I had recorded the interviews either on tape or on paper. Whether or not they knew me beforehand did not matter. To them, memories of the political struggle, of ‘the disaster came from mouth’ scenario during the Cultural Revolution, were not that far away. Neither had been allocated to their current position overnight; they have both paved their political career path with precise political awareness; and it was exactly this ‘judge the hour and size up the situation’ awareness, together with the professional skill and ability that had enabled them to make it to the top, and to stand out from the crowd.

Chenying, the third interviewee, gave me as much time as I wanted. I recorded our conversation, which lasted for two hours. Her account was entirely different from Mingzhu’s summarising style – it was more descriptive, and she spoke with soft, slow tones. Following her story, I felt totally immersed in her childhood. Upon later reflection, I recognised that, out of all the people I interviewed, she had exposed the most childhood experiences. However, as the interview progressed towards her adulthood, I found that she started to choose her words more carefully, as if she was trying to work around words, to use alternative phrases. This was especially apparent when I asked what her husband thought of her time-demanding job, as Chinese cadres would often spend the evenings and weekends at work. She shot a glance of annoyance at me, as if to say ‘why you are asking this question, you already know the answer’ but that lasted only for a split second, and the smile was back on her face almost immediately. ‘Oh, he has always supported my work. If he loves me, he has to love what I do as well.’ However, this was when the penny dropped. Love in Chinese as ai 爱 is not a word which would appear in a conversation such as this. First, the 60s generation has not grown up using ai for partners, they can say ai the country, ai mother and father, but they would say xihuan (喜欢, the equivalent of like) for partners.​[43]​ Yan Yunxiang (2003) dismissed the role of love in his research on Chinese rural life, saying the word love (ai) mostly ‘refer to another person’s experience, such as who loves, or does not love, whom’ although it has appeared in the discourse of mate choice in recent years as young people are acquiring greater independence with the increasing ‘emotional expressivity’ in their personal lives (Yan 2003: 72). Evans’ research on daughters who were born in the 1970s and 1980s echoes Yan’s observation that the young generation in China, rural or urban, are ‘open in making direct and passionate expression of love in contrast with the more symbolic forms of affective expression that their parents’ generation describes’ (Evans 2008: 91). It can be argued that, as Chenying has not worked in rural China, and was living in the UK at time of the interview, implying that she could have been adapted to her current surroundings where the term love is used more often in the everyday life. Yet it can also be counter-argued that because Chenying did originally come from rural China and as a professional trained cadre, ai is too direct a word and contains too much personal information to be let out so carelessly. However, from what followed afterwards in the interview, it seemed that she was indeed disturbed by this apparently easy question, and thus, in a flurry, blurted out ai as if the strong word love would form a defence which would be able to block out any scepticism – both mine and hers – towards her husband’s level of support for her work. I would not have examined this one word in such minute detail if everything had continued as normal: it was at this juncture that the interview stalled as if Chenying had tripped over the very word ‘love’ and she realised this as soon as it was out in the air – she in fact displayed her own doubt rather than convinced me that her husband did support her work. As Chenying’s body language became visibly uncomfortable, I had no choice but to move onto something totally irrelevant, such as whether she liked English food, and what she would cook for dinner that evening.

I emailed Mingzhu and Chenying after their interviews to thank them and invite them both to my house for some tea. I sincerely wished that both of them would be able to relax without the format and recording of the interview. Two days later they replied, explaining that first, the internet connection was broken down so they had not been able to read my message and apologised for the delayed response; secondly, their coming to my house would cause me too much disturbance, therefore they would prefer not to. To me, the delayed reply was a reflection of their dilemma. During our interview they had both expressed a wish to see how overseas Chinese people lived, and my invitation would be a good opportunity for them to fulfil this. However, they realized that the conversation that lay ahead in this home visit would be casual and would delve more into day-to-day life on both sides – the very things which were missing in the interview and which could enrich my understanding of them; and they did not want any more of this. In the end, the anxiety of possibly leaking further details of their lives overcame curiosity, and they decided to decline my invitation. 

A rich man’s world – meeting the wives

Heath (1981) notes that ‘sociologists have typically devoted more research to the poor than to the rich – they tend on the whole to be more accessible – but the culture of privilege may be more worthy of investigation than the so-called culture of poverty …their social significant may be great’ (1981: 166). The women attached to millionaires or billionaires, one of the prominent outcomes of 30 years of economic reform, are equally difficult to access. Notably during the last few years, they have developed exclusivity as to where they live and shop, and to whom they talk. They do not possess the political awareness of the women cadres, but they do not bother to flaunt their wealth to total strangers – security and selectiveness seems to go hand in hand. The only way to gain access to these women was, again, through familiar circles and networking.

The Washington Post on 14/04/2009 reported that the characteristics of Chinese new rich are: a) 80% under 45 years old, while in America and Japan the percentages are 30% and 19% respectively; b) their wealth has been accumulated within a shorter space of time than any other societies in the world.​[44]​ Michael Princes (1999) claims that these new rich regard consumption as the chief means to create a new identity for themselves, through the practices of everyday life at such sites as workplaces, schools, shopping malls and residential neighbourhoods. He explains that ‘the most important unifying force among them is to be found in their new forms of consumption and public display, derived largely from international middle-class fashion. Shopping malls, in particular, present the new rich with an opportunity both to learn and display a style of life appropriate to their new material circumstances. New residential estates serve a similar function, but offer the new rich greater opportunity for social exclusivity’ (Princes 1999: xii). Christine Hall (1997: 92) further noted for the Chinese new rich ‘the ultimate status symbol is – as in Victorian England – the ability to support and pamper an idle wife.’ 

From the Washington Post report, it can be reasoned that if the majority of the under 45 years old rich class are married, their marriage partners would most likely be the 60s generation women, most of whom in 2008 were also under forty-five. These new rich would like to display their wealth in every way possible: material consumption and idle wives are almost definitely on their list. Meanwhile, news reports also suggest that the 60s generation women are the biggest group of women who are the victims of husband infidelity.​[45]​ How do the 60s generation women deal with this fast accumulation wealth? What is the gap between their wealth and their dreams? What are the family values for them now? I had these questions in mind when I started to interview this category of women.

Every time I returned to China, there would be meals together with old friends and colleagues. During one of these gatherings, I was told that Zhengna had quit her job. ‘Why?’ I asked. ‘You’d better to ask her yourself.’ My colleague shrugged. This was no problem for me, as Zhengna was an old colleague of mine, who had worked in the same magazine with me for five years. The magazine was of national status but affiliated with Zhejiang provincial broadcasting bureau; a job in this magazine was widely envied due to its good pay, excellent travel expenses and flexible working hours. It was well known that her husband had spent three years’ networking to land her that job in our magazine. She was initially only allocated at the administrative level, but by the time I left the magazine, she was on the editorial team. This was the reason her resignation took me by surprise.

She was at home when I called her. In fact, later on every time I called, she would be at home. Sometimes her voice had a cheerful sound, at other times, a melancholy echo. It became clear that when her husband was at home, I was able to receive the cheery version; when he was not home, the sad version. Her husband is a successful Chinese brush painter who belongs to one of Christopher Buckley’s (1999) rich categories. Lawyers, engineers, doctors and artists, Buckley points out, ‘have generally acquired their skills through higher education and special credentials, and have the most valuable forms of human capital; they also form a significant proportion of China’s new rich’ (1999: 210). It was not difficult to arrange a time with Zhengna as she left the arrangement to me – ‘I am always available,’ she said.
We set up a lunch meeting. She arrived earlier than the appointed time, and when I arrived, she was already researching the menu meticulously, taking into consideration our favourite foods, the season and the house specialities of the restaurant. When she finished her inspection, she used one gesture to call the waiter over. It was a gesture I had not seen anyone else perform before, a semi-queen-esque wave, authoritative and incredibly cool. The food she ordered was gastronomically outstanding. After we had eaten, she drove me to a Tea House around the West Lake. Again, the place she chose was scenically outstanding. The summer wind of the afternoon swept across the lake to touch our faces, hands and feet; the water ebbed and brushed at the lakeside stones, producing a smooth, meditative sound; the trailing branches of nearby willow trees danced above our heads, just out of reach; in the distance, small islands were veiled by misty air. I had lived in Hangzhou for fifteen years, and I had never known a place like this. Zhengna talked and talked, without any probing. I finished my recording after two hours, and she did not actually mind whether the recording was there or not. We stayed on after the interview to try more of the tea house delicacies, and left only after ten o’clock in the evening. On that day alone Zhengna and I had met and talked for more than ten hours. The ample time she gave me, I believe, was part of her generous nature; moreover, it reflected her current, idle housewife status. Since I had last seen her, Zhengna had become the type of elegant woman that I would see occasionally on the streets of Britain.

One of the most significant developments in China after the reform was property development. In urban areas, housing used to be allocated by the danwei, and residents in a city were not able to buy a property on the market. The reform freed the people with choice, property being one of them. Property developers therefore often claim the top positions on China’s rich list. Wenqiu’s husband works as one of the executives in one of the top five Chinese property companies. Since the company went to the Hong Kong stock market in 2006, it was estimated that the share value of every executive in the company has floated up to several million yuan Renminbi.
Wenqiu still works, at the provincial tax bureau – a sought-after workplace by any standard. I met her in her office car park. She was going to drive me to a friend of hers to do an interview. I had known her for over 20 years, but had not seen her for a year. She wore a jacket and skirt suit which I had spotted in the Hangzhou Department store just a few days ago, the most luxurious and expensive shopping mall in China. She opened the door of her BMW for me to step in, and it seemed to me that, for her slim frame, the car was too huge, too masculine and a waste of space. We drove to the Rose Garden, a 40 million yuan property where her friend lived. 

Her friends name was Lili, and she was a private property developer’s wife. Lili came out to greet us when Wenqiu’ BMW sailed into her back yard park. ‘Oh, you’ve got the new Louis Vuitton bag!’ Lili spotted the bag on Wenqiu’s shoulder. ‘Jianguo (Wenqiu’s husband) bought it for me in America last month.’ Wenqiu quietly supplemented the information, and then turned to introduce me to Lili. Their small conversation instantly caught my attention, with two words jumped out of the water immediately: handbag and husband, the two big ‘H’s. Pierre Bourdieu notes that 

The deliberate modification of appearance, especially by use of the set of marks – cosmetic (hairstyle, make-up, beard, moustache, whiskers etc.) or vestimentary – which, because they depend on the economic and cultural means that can be invested in them, function as social markers deriving their meaning and value from their position in the system of distinctive signs which they constitute and which is itself homologous with the system of social positions. (1984: 192) 

Bourdieu’s perspective can be applied to the handbag, which embodies both economic and cultural capital and has the close relation with status. Handbags, placed horizontally to people’s eye sight, are more noticeable and identifiable than other items such as shoes. Their LV handbag had the capital LV inscribed all over the entire bag, and was an unusually big size, making the status statement all the more visible. Interestingly, I cannot recall what shoes either of them wore on that day, but the image of the LV bag still waves clearly in front of my eyes.

Lili had prepared a fruit banquet for Wenqiu and me. Her house maid would be called upon for our every little need. She did not refuse any of my questions. Her face lit up when she talked about how she and her husband fell in love and developed the business, but she became more perplexed when talking about what she was doing currently. They had bought a house in Canada and she wanted to become a Canadian citizen, but she had found it difficult to meet the residence requirements. She had lived there for a year, but missed her home and her husband and had to come back. Now the citizenship application was in disarray. However, even that part of talk somehow seemed like an indication of social status, with deep pride eminating from the very fact that she was affluent enough to be able to make that error and fix it later.

Our interview was conducted during Wenqiu’s lunch break. I thought that she would need to go back to work, but after we left Lili’s house, Wenqiu drove me weaving through the labyrinth-like avenues of lakeside. She said she had asked for leave for the afternoon. I did not expect this, but appreciated such a great opportunity. I switched on the recorder, and our conversation started from her observation of Lili to her own childhood, work and family, from the lakeside avenue to her several million yuan house, from two o’clock until around seven in the evening. The conversation flowed easily, and often she would continue to talk without any probing required. The generosity of her time and sequentially the generous disclosure of her life reminded me of the interview I had with Zhengna. They were indeed close acquaintances of mine, but after many years apart, with the different life paths that we led, the presence of recorder did not put them off. In fact, the distance caused by our time and life apart and the insertion of technology actually appealed to them. Alongside this, the me they saw now was not the ‘me’ they knew before; because of the antecedents, this me has become her, who they partly knew and partly did not know. They wanted to talk to the familiar part of me because they believed this me would be able to understand their situation better than a total stranger, and could bring a breath of fresh air to their somehow stagnated life of handbags and husbands; they wanted to talk to the unfamiliar her because our life paths would remain separate, so there was no danger in letting out some private feelings and secrets; lastly, to be interviewed by an overseas researcher served as yet another status confirmation for them. I became one of their pastimes: a novelty.
	
Swimming the ocean – meeting the overseas women

Women’s going overseas is another prominent result of the Open Policy. In July 1978, the same year that the Open Policy began to be implemented, China’s Ministry of Education submitted a proposal to increase the number of students studying abroad. On 26th of December 1978, the first group of government-sponsored scholars left for America, indicating the first step of China opening to the world. The year 1981 saw the bill of self-financing study abroad passed, and in 1985 China revoked the qualification inspection on self-financing study abroad, which meant that door to the world was well and truly opened. In 1993, the government made the policy of “support study aboard, encourage to return to homeland, freedom to come and go abroad’ official through the fourteenth Party conference, and self-financing study became a reality. Compared with the 860 people who went aboard in 1978, in 2007, thirty years later, there were 144,000 Chinese studying abroad, 129,000 of which were through their own expenses. The Chinese overseas student's population in 2007 has increased 167.44 times more than in 1978. From 1978 to the end of 2007, the total number of students who have studied abroad has reached 1,211,700, of which around 319,700 have since returned to China.​[46]​ Illegal migrants were also evident in the 1980s and 1990s. In the UK, there were two high-profile tragic events involving Chinese illegal immigrants in 2000​[47]​ and 2004.​[48]​ Inside and outside China, encounters with foreigners have lead to many mixed-race marriages. In recent years, the Chinese government established the Confucius Institute around the world, sending language teachers overseas to promote Chinese culture and language. Chinese companies also often employ people to work overseas. Women in this group come from diverse social, economic, and geographical backgrounds, speaking in various dialects and with different migration trajectories. They are therefore not a homogeneous group.

Foreign lands are places for rebirth. China has an old saying, ‘don’t ask a hero where he comes from’ (yingxiong mowen chuchu 英雄莫问出处). Women who live or struggle in a foreign land are not all heroines, but they are unwilling to expose the trials they have gone through, for several reasons: the acculturation element of low self-esteem (Schnittker 2002), the deskilling in a new political and economic environment (Man 2004), and disadvantages as an ethnic minority and female worker (Dustman and Fabbri 2005). Women in this group are articulate, but not to total strangers. Once again, I was only able to access them through personal networks.
When Maggy Lee et al. (2002) analysed Chinese Migrant Women in Britain, they looked at three groups of Chinese women: (a) Chinese overseas brides, (b) women who migrated with their families, and (c) women who came to Britain as part of a deliberate strategy of individual advancement. My focus will be on the second and third group, as these are the least researched groups of Chinese migrant women in Britain (Lee et al. 2002). In addition, I will draw in women who move abroad under Chinese government schemes such as the Confucius Institute, as no research has been carried out so far on this group. I would have liked very much to add illegal migrants to my interviewees’ list, but they were too difficult to access.

I met Yuanlian in a supermarket only a few months after my daughter arrived in Britain. In the supermarket, I noticed that a Chinese boy one or two years older than my daughter was constantly turning his head in our direction. I guessed that the boy might have just arrived as well, and, not knowing anyone and far from his old friends and family, the sight of a Chinese girl could look like a friend to him instantly. At the end, he simply stood and stared, not moving. His mother tried to drag him along, but he would not budge. His mother then turned to me, smiling embarrassedly, speaking to me in Chinese, ‘Look at the boy! What can I do?’ Our conversation started from there. The boy’s mother is Yuanlian. She and her son had just joined her husband, who was doing PhD in Nottingham University at that time. Having been a chief accountant in a major provincial airport in China, she had resigned, and had not started any job hunting in the UK when I met her. In the years after our supermarket encounter, she attended English class, began a job as pub cleaner, entered the Open University course for Accountancy, and finally started a job in a small company as an accountant. Yuanlian represents a substantial number of women who go abroad as dependents only because their spouse wanted to pursue a higher-degree qualification. These women had been highly educated with significant cultural capital (including college education, Master’s degree, accountancy, or nursing qualifications), holding professional or administrative jobs in their place of origin (Lee et al. 2002), yet they sacrificed their full-time paid work in favour of advancing their family’s interests and to keep their family unit physically intact. Often the cultural capital of their home country was lost to them in the host country (see Wei, W. 2011). It could be frustrating, stressful and unfulfilling at times, but had to be endured for the sake of their family. It was precisely for these reasons that I hesitated for a long time before deciding to call her to ask for an interview. Would I touch her sore spot? Could I risk making her frustrating life even more frustrated? When I called eventually, I was not rejected, but equally was not greeted with enthusiasm. It is because of renqing,​[49]​ after all.

My initial plan was not to include women who work abroad under the Chinese government scheme, such as Hanban (see chapter 2), because they had not trodden the same tortuous paths as other overseas women, and their stay was usually relatively short. However, having met and conversed daily with them, I realised that, although their visa applications had indeed been easy, the effort it had taken them to rise to the status that had allowed them to do this had not. Moreover, the very fact that they now lived abroad was sufficient enough to list them within the same league as women overseas. Jinjun was one of a thousand teachers who had trained in a two-month summer camp by Hanban in 2009, and had been sent to a UK university to teach Chinese for a year. She had a military family background, and during the Culture Revolution, this was a badge of pride. For the 60s generation who suffered through the food-rationing period of the 1960s and 1970s, being born into a military family was a blessing. China was never frugal when it came to military expenditure, and in fact, during the most deprived period of the Great Leap Forward, China’s military budget was greater than the current GDP percentage.​[50]​ Jinjun’s family background could provide an alternative insight into the lives of the 60s generation of Chinese women.

She was happy and agreed to be interviewed when we were having a dinner together. She did not show any hesitation or ask any questions, but simply replied ‘OK, no problem’ with an infectious smile. The Chinese government spent 27 billion Renminbi (about £2.7 billions) in 2009 promoting Chinese language and culture worldwide, and each Hanban teacher was obliged to carry this mission. Jinjun’s straight ‘yes’ led me to think about the two women cadres that I had interviewed in the UK. Compared to them, Jinjun was much more open to my interview suggestion – there was no email exchange, no queries about the content. Her openness could have been to the Hanban mission – to spread good tidings; but it could have also stemmed from the fact that she was not living with a group as those two cadres did, and was therefore not under any type of surveillance. Most importantly, she was not a cadre, and therefore her political vigilance was not as strong. 

I interviewed Jinjun twice, once in her office and once in her apartment. The incident which occasioned the intervals during my interview with Jinjun was, unexpectedly, the recorder battery. For some reason the battery had run out of life, which had not happened in any of my previous interviews. One hour into our first interview, as she was choking with sobs, and when I was just about to dig deeper into how her father’s early death had left a strong emotional scar, an annoying beep issued from the recorder – it was on ‘low battery’. I ran as fast as I could out of the office to find another size AAA battery from other colleagues. I was given one, but an out-of-date one: when I inserted it with great hope, the little screen on the recorder showed nothing. My embarrassment made Jinjun break her tears into a smile. A poignant moment was instantly turned into a comedic situation. She must have wondered what had plunged her to such an emotional level, as she told me that ‘I haven’t mentioned my father’s death to anyone in a long time’. I realised at that time that even if I had another functional battery on hand, the mood and situation would still have been changed. In the several minutes when I was out of the door looking for battery, and then waiting for it to work, Junjin’s emotions were left unattended and she seemed to quickly restrain herself back to her normal composure: that of a Hanban trained teacher. The expiring of the battery led to the expiring of her emotions, and our interview ended there. I arranged a second interview with her several days later, one evening in her apartment, and arrived carrying several batteries in my bag. The mission of Hanban was in her mind that evening, so when she talked, she enthusiastically described the good deeds of their university students who had selflessly helped a widower for ten continuous years when I had actually intended for her to talk about her own love life and how she had dealt with students’ love affairs when she had worked in the university as a political counsellor – the job she was assigned to after her graduation. Trying not to be rude, I followed her favourite story. However, half an hour later, after I had repeated my questions twice and when she was still elaborating upon how wonderful it was to be a political counsellor, mentoring university students every day, I heard the beep again – my recorder’s battery had run out once again. Only after a new battery was inserted, I repeated my question right away; she then started to talk about her family life. 

Another recording incident also occurred for my next overseas interviewee, Hexie. This time it was not the battery, but the recorder’s memory. Only an hour into the interview, the alarm beeped. I thought that the villain was the battery again, but it was not. After I changed to a new one, the recorder screen was still empty, and I worked out that the problem was the memory. There had been about three hours of memory left when I had last checked, so I could not understand why it had stopped just after one hour. Whilst I was despairing with the performance of the recorder, Hexie asked me, on her own initiative, ‘Where were we?’ ‘On your second husband.’ She then began to speak with a total sense of freedom, as if all barriers had suddenly cleared. Notably, although neither had been in any of my questions, she described the impact that the Tiananmen Square incident in 1989 had had upon her, and the student bodies she had witnessed in the Beijing Fuxing Hospital. She also expressed without reservation the deep frustration she had concerning the relationship between her daughter and herself after her second marriage. It was clear that, had the recorder been working, she would most definitely have omitted these colourful details.

Hexie was introduced to me by a colleague in my university. During a business meeting, I had asked, ‘are you born in the 1960s?’ ‘No, I am the 50s generation.’ She was curious about my question. After I explained about my research project, she thought for a while. ‘I have a very good candidate, but I don’t know if she is willing to be interviewed. She was a high flyer in Deng Xiaoping’s 865 project; granted a scholarship to study her PhD in an UK university; employed by a UK company months before her graduation; made redundant in the 2003 IT recession; employed again by a BT branch; made redundant again in the 2009 general recession; and now is working as check-out in a retail market. Divorced, remarried.’ From my colleague’s brief description about this woman, I was fascinated. I pursued her after the meeting until she promised that she would contact this friend. I waited and waited, and with every day that passed, I suppressed an urge to bombard her with messages. Finally, two weeks later, my colleague called, ‘My friend has agreed to be interviewed; you can call her directly.’ The moment I ended the call, I dialled Hexie straightaway – yet no one picked up the phone. I tried the same line at various times for over three days, until finally someone was audible at the other end of line. Hearing a ‘hello’ finally, I almost jumped off the sofa – this must be her. She was resolute in her decision-making, ‘OK, I can meet you this Sunday.’ Was that it? I could not even believe my luck, after having to chase after her for so long. In fact, out of all my interviewees, Hexie’s meeting took the longest amount of time to arrange.

On the day of interview I was stuck by traffic in a public transport on the way to her home, so I called her. She suggested that I should get off the bus and that she would drive over to pick me up. Later, after the interview at her home, which lasted for nearly three hours, she gave me a lift back home. She may have suffered a tortuous life, yet her directness and kindness remained intact. When I was back home and recollecting the interview that night, I thought that I had effectively undermined her life by labelling her as just one of my interviewees, because ostensibly her life story should deserve the coverage of a whole book, not just a section of a single chapter.

Openning the floodgates – meeting the migrant workers   

Women migrant workers are everywhere in any urban areas in China. They are visible as vegetable sellers, fruit sellers, shopkeepers – doing all the ‘dirty’ work which is left behind by the urban residents; but at the same time, they are invisible. When the streets are lit up and all the hustle and bustle are disappearing alongside the daylight, where do they go and how do they live? Due to their age group, the 60s generation women migrant workers most likely have spouses and have settled down in the city (Roberts 2000). Yet the cities in China, with their extortionate house prices and expensive goods, have erected seemingly impenetrable barriers to deter their entry. While literature abounds in descriptions of the demographic trends and economic impacts of rural to urban migration, much less has been written about the rural migrant workers’ experiences in urban China (Wong et al. 2007). Moreover, the migrant women of the 60s generation are mostly married, not the stereotypical young unmarried female factory worker of dagongmei, and thus have attracted less attention than their younger migrant sisters in research.​[51]​ For me, however, they are just as unique as the above groups. Their current status seems to have been decided, not by their intelligence or diligence, but from a trick of fate: family background, birth place, upbringing and therefore chance. I did not find it difficult to reach them and record their stories – on the contrary, it seemed as if they had somehow been expecting, albeit unintentionally, a channel through which to relieve their overflowing emotions. These were all random encounters. I abandoned the previous pre-arrangements through friends in order to discover how and where I would meet them. This process itself is a story worthy of record.

Linyan was working in the China B&Q Hangzhou branch in summer 2008. She had been there for a year, selling kitchen cabinets. She has the keen and shrewd eyes of a good sales woman. When my mother and I were wandering up and down the aisles, she came up to introduce herself and offer her help. She wore a standard orange B&Q vest over her uniform, and her hair was braided into two plaits. There were several pockets on her orange vest, and as she talked to us, a pen and a notebook were immediately retrieved from these pockets so that she could write down what we were looking for: size, colour, price, etc. She did not look or sound like a local, but she was very neat, and seemed to be very capable and experienced. She introduced the best sellers and the items on offer, and with a glance quick as lighting, looked me up and down as if to check out how deep my pocket was. She smiled all the way through – not exactly the frozen kind of smile worn by regular sales women, but a more natural smile, neither overbearing nor servile. After showing us around once, she asked my mother to sit down to take a rest, but took me back to the cabinets which I seemed to have preferred and detailing more information about them. She was not the first kitchen-cabinet seller we had met on that day, or on other days previously, but her sale style convinced us that buying from her would simplify our laborious task of kitchen-refurnishing because she was so clear about the products she was trying to sell.

I met Linyan several times in order to finalise the sizes and materials of my order. During one of these meetings, she told me that her husband used to work in the kitchen-cabinet factory, and that she had gained the knowledge from him. She told me that he would talk about what the workers did in the factory at dinnertime every day. She had not paid much attention at the beginning, but gradually she became more curious and would ask him about his work in more detail. She started selling kitchen-cabinets five years ago, and currently holds the best sales record in the B&Q branch. I had had quite a few interview candidates already, arranged by acquaintances or friends of acquaintances, and it had not occured to me until that point that Linyan could be a potential interview candidate, as I was one of her customers. However, our chat changed my mind. I wanted to interview her and step outside of my closed-knitted network and my comfort zone. The category of migrant workers was alien to me, and although I encountered them on a day-to-day basis in China in the form of street peddlers, small vendors and service personnel, I had never had the opportunity to create deep contact with any of them. I asked Linyan whether she would like to be interviewed, and considering her work schedule and the pressures of keeping up her sales record, I thought it would be a tough call for her. Surprisingly, she agreed without second thought.

Our interview took place at Linyan’s workplace during her lunch break, and we sat around the same table that my mother had rested by when we first came. Linyan looked as usual – she wore the same B&Q uniform and the same quietly confident smile. Although this was the first interview she had ever had in her life, she did not seem that nervous. ‘It’s just going to be a chat, isn’t it?’ She had asked me beforehand. ‘Yes, except the chat will also be focused on some questions.’ I had replied.

I started with my first question: tell me about your life story – your childhood, parents, siblings, school. All of a sudden, she looked overwhelmed. Her eyes glistened and she could only manage to speak slowly, ‘My father gave me away when I was one. I was fostered.’ Tears began rolling down her face like two streams, without stopping, and during the two hours of our interview, she would sometimes wipe them away, but sometimes just let them run. At first, I would pass some tissues over to her, but before long I was shedding tears myself. Throughout her life, she had accumulated tides of sadness that had been stored away deep inside up until that moment, and the very word ‘childhood’ had become an emotional bomb that was now triggered. She had been neglected by her parents and the people surrounding her; and now in the city, she belonged to the marginalized migrant worker. To be listened to and to be shown empathy seemed offer her enough comfort, that the floodgates opened spontaneously.

Kitchen-refurbishment did not simply involve the buying and fixing of cabinets, but also the change of room structures and arrangements. This was rather more complex than simple DIY, and I called in a builder for a two-day job. Shortly after his arrival, a woman, carrying two large woven plastic bags, knocked the door. She had smiled timidly when I opened the door, but had not said anything. Stepping in quietly, she started to get things out of her bags. At first glance, she was so tiny that her hands seemed to almost touch the floor. But after putting down the two bags, she straightened her back: she was not short in height at all. ‘Are you…?’ I asked with surprise, and then the builder chipped in, ‘She is my wife.’

Seeing the items from her bags piled on the floor, I realized why she looked so tiny at my first glance. There were too many heavy things in the bag for her alone to carry! There were cooking utensils, including a cooker, wok, chopping board, kitchen knife, and cooking materials, including lard, vegetable oil, pork meat, two kinds of vegetables, soaked soy beans, uncooked rice, salt, as well as cutlery such as bowls, plates, spoons, chopsticks, also four foldable stools. Within half an hour, she had already set up the cooker in the right place, placed the chopping board on some bricks, and placed all other items in order. I stared at her with total amazement. She had virtually setting up a kitchen out of nothing. Shortly after her arrival, two boys aged 12 or 10 also jumped into my apartment. A smile spread across her face, and she spoke for the first time, ‘These are my sons.’  

I was caught in awe that morning, not just because of the people that arrived one after another, but also because of the seemingly endless list of items that she had taken out, one after another, from the two plastic bags. It felt as if I had entered a magician’s world; I did not know what else would follow from inside that bag or from that behind that open door. My curiosity was greatly stimulated, and subsequently I decided to stay for the show.

Around ten o’clock in the morning, the builder’s wife began to cook. The cooker she had brought was kerosene stove, and the last time I had seen this kind of cooker was probably in the middle 1970s. It was extremely rusty and covered with oil drippings that darkened the stove. I discovered why she started her work two hours before lunch time: the cooker was simply not very efficient. By noon, she finally finished her work. Four dishes on big bowls and plates were set on the floor: pork stewed with soy beans, two stir-fried vegetable dishes, and a tomato and egg soup. She asked her sons to pick up more bricks and piled three layers with them, then put the dishes on top. Now it was lunchtime, and the four members of the family settled around the brick table. I left them for my own lunch as it seemed that if I stayed any longer, it would be an intrusion into their private life and would cause disturbance to their enjoyment. Her husband had worked for whole morning for that moment as a break from his work; she herself had worked for the whole morning (buying, washing, and cooking) for that moment to sit down; and the two boys had also waited for that moment as they had seemed struck by the hunger long before their mother had finished cooking. To them, it was an ordinary scene – the portable kitchen within the two plastic bags, the cooking, the brick table, the boys devouring the food – and this would rotate day after day, with the only change being the location (a different block, a different house). I went for lunch that day at a nearby restaurant. When a bowl of well-prepared noodles was presented to me before a proper wooden table, I found that I lost appetite. I could not help thinking about the other table in my flat and the people surrounding it.

After lunch, I returned. The woman, whose name I knew by then was Shuxian, was doing the cleaning up, moving everything back to these two plastic bags. Her husband and the boys had gone back to what they were doing in the morning: working and playing. I asked her whether I could interview her. ‘Interview me?’ she was surprised, maybe even startled. She turned to her husband, who was concentrating on his work and did not seem to hear what I said. Receiving no response from her husband, she turned back to me and asked again, deeply unconvinced, ‘interview me?’ ‘Yes!’ I looked at her directly and nodded. I carried on explaining my purpose and my questions. Now her husband seemed to hear us. He told Shuxian, ‘if Dongjia​[52]​ wants to interview you, just accept.’ Obviously, her husband took the request of interview as if it was part of the job description, the same as a request of applying another tile onto the wall. Hearing his words, Shuxian nodded. ‘But what do I have that makes me worthy of being interviewed?’ The timid smile had reappeared on her face. It seemed like her submission to my request had purely been her husband’s call. I did not want to give any pressure, so I said: ‘You don’t have to accept my request, but you have a lot to offer for my research.’ Hearing that, her eyes glittered. ‘Really?’ half-convinced, she said, ‘OK, then’.

When Tiantain Zheng (2009) decided to switch her research interest from migrant workers to the bar hostesses, she notes:

At the beginning of my fieldwork, when I was introduced to hostesses by bar owners, the hostesses all appeared quite perplexed: “Why do you study us little people (xiaorenwu)? What is so worthwhile about writing about us? Why don’t you study professional urban women?” these three questions revealed a great deal about the hostesses’ self-image. Describing themselves as “small fries” as opposed to “urban professional women,” the hostesses convinced me that they carried heavy cultural and historical baggage with them when they migrated to the urban area. (2009: 20)

Shuxian’ response was startling similar to these hostesses. As a member of a marginalised group, she was used to being neglected and ignored in the urban environment, and this sudden attention inevitably made her startled and doubtful. Tiantian Zheng also offers an explanation of why this kind of reaction happens: 

They did not believe I would be able to understand their lives, especially their inner turmoil, simply because I was not ‘in their shoes’. They insisted that differences in experience and background would prevent me from knowing the pain. (2009: 29)                
                                                                   
The doubt of her worth and the awareness of the distance between the urban and the rural areas made Shuxian hesitate towards my invitation, and indeed how could I ever understand what she had been through? Why should I even bother to waste the time? I received almost the same reaction from my next interviewee.

The avenues and roads in cities like Hangzhou have been restructured and developed almost every five years since the Open policy. New lampposts are erected straight alongside recently paved avenues, constributing towards a modern, up-to-date Chinese urban picture. However, wherever a new line of lampposts are erected, numerous new advertising posters also follow immediately: such as house maid, tailor, foot message, house rent, etc. These posters are pasted onto to the lampposts, as if they are bandages to cover wounds or scars on someone’s face. As a result, the new lampposts and roads look marred and seedy, and therefore street cleaners would peel these posters off whenever they see them. The makers of these posters are mainly migrant workers: mobile, temporary, desperate for work and with no funding for official advertisement such as in local newspapers. They could be fined if they were caught. Whilst I was wandering from one lamppost to another, my attention was caught by one particular poster: an experienced tailor, capable of your every request, with a low price and high quality. I figured that: a) this tailor must be a woman, as tailors are usually a gendered profession; b) anyone who claims experience would be middle-aged by the Chinese custom; c) she would not be too old, as age plays a significant part in deciding women’s migrant status.​[53]​ I was very certain that the maker of this poster was a 60s generation of female migrant worker. I happened to have some folds of cloth lying at the bottom of my wardrobe. Why not ask this tailor to make use of it? I dialled the number on the poster and someone at the other end immediately picked up the phone. I heard a slight hasky female voice, and she was the tailor. I went to her place according to the address she gave me. It was a janitor’s room of a danwei accommodation block.​[54]​ And what a place! In the about five square meters room, there was a bed, a sewing machine, a table and several stools. Finished and unfinished clothes were piled everywhere, and from the ceiling there draped rows of clothes which would brush past anyone who entered the room. The tailor was called Yufang. As someone whose everyday work dealt with clothes (I even spotted some fashion magazines beneath the piles of clothes), she was not wearing anything that was fashionable in the slightest – a simple jumper and some loose trousers that resembled sports wear. They looked worn and had lost their original colour. Her voice when face-to-face was not husky, in fact quite soft, albeit carrying the heavy accent of a neighbouring rural area. Yufang quickly cleared up a space and asked me to sit down. I checked twice before accepting her invitation, just to make sure that I did not crush any of her finished products.

She was born in 1964. Her husband worked for the janitor’s room for 200 yuan a month – to collect and send out mails, receive and register callers and to clean the court yard of the block. The room had been allocated to her husband for these purposes, but Yufang followed his arrival in the same year, together with their son. She had learnt her tailoring skills at home and had worked in a clothes factory before her marriage. When she came to Hangzhou after marriage, she did not know what to do and so started patching clothes as a favour for the people living in her block. People would pay her back with several yuan or sometimes even gifts. There were many large clothes factories around the city, and thus the prices of factory-made clothes were much cheaper than tailored clothes. Her husband could not support the whole family with a meagre 200 yuan per month, so he also operated a shoe-repair machine and bicycle-repair facility outside of the accommodation block. Yufang became the actual receptionist in the janitor’s room. As income from tailoring was too low, her husband bought an old washing machine and they had since added wash-and-dry to their small business. I took another good look around the room, but still could not mentally imagine how its tiny capacity would allow it to hold three people, including two adults that simultaneously carried out four different jobs.

Yufang responded to my request of an interview with only lukewarm enthusiasm. She asked almost the same question as Shuxian, ‘Why do you want to interview me? I don’t have anything worthy to be interviewed for.’ After further explanation, she seemed to understand. ‘But I am busy; I don’t have any time to go to other places.’ I assured her that we could carry out the interview while she made my curtains. So the sounds of the old-fashioned, manually-operated sewing machine served as the background, occasionally filling in the silences between Yufang’s narrative and her tears. In contrast to Linyan, whose floodgates opened after a single prompt; Yufang’s tears were reduced to a mere trickle, silently slipping out between her words.

Post-field: Data Analysis and Reflection

Having gathered all the data for the research, the next step was to transmit the data from my raw materials – recordings and notes – into a more systematic organisation. First, I transcribed the interviews directly into English; then I read through the transcripts, organising them into life stages – for example childhood, school, play and family, as well as subcategories, such as good memories and bad memories within their school years. This procedure provided me with a map of each individual interviewee’s life history, and I was then able to identify the common themes which had repeated appearances within the twelve transcripts. It was not simply a process of finding the missing jigsaw piece, as with jigsaws one has the final product in mind; rather it was more akin to sewing a quilt-work – the final product cannot be envisaged at the beginning, but through connecting my data with academic literature and historical context, the transformation was able to take place. This process of interpretation was described by Zuidervaart as ‘a continuous spiral of reception, question, discovery and configuration that always respects the alterity of the other’ (2000: 4).

When organising my data, I reflected on three particular questions which had been generated in the process of my interviews: a) the concept of interview in Chinese and why my subjects were willing to be interviewed; b) the what extent is an interview process a reflexive journey; c) what other expected and unexpected elements could serve to change the dynamic of the interview process.

a) What is the concept of interview to Chinese people and why were my subjects willing to be interviewed?

In the methodology literature researchers are content to write about why and how they chose their informants or interviewees, but the question of why the other party agree to join and play their part is rarely answered. The interviewees are often seen playing the passive role – they would come and go and speak as if each researcher is waving a magic wand.​[55]​ Is it because women share a subordinate structural position in the society, and therefore are ‘almost always enthusiastic about talking to a woman researcher’, as Finch (1984: 72) claims? In reality, it is far more complicated. Just as the researcher invests the time and energy to engage in the process, all of the interviewees also do the same. When Wang Zheng (1999: 27)) interviewed the May 4th women, she noticed that her interviewees ‘felt quite at ease with this younger Shanghainese woman who spoke their language but came from the United Sates.’ She also pointed out that these women were all in their late eighties or over ninety at time of interview; they knew Wang Zheng was collecting this glorious gallery of particular group. To be interviewed by Wang Zheng was to be guaranteed a position in a Chinese women’s history book. But what were my own interviewees looking for? The question of why they would take part thus is an intriguing one.

Harriet Evans (2008) recorded one anecdote in her field trip to China: after one three-and-a-half-hour interview, the interviewee smiled, took her hand and claimed that the experience was wonderful and rewarding. She adds a footnote after the interviewee’s quote: 

The oral historian Paul Thompson has commented on the therapeutic value of release and catharsis that narrators of personal stories often experience when talking with the researcher…To what extent this might be a function of the fieldwork relationship between researchers and researched, or to what extent it is a function of the relationship between sympathetic strangers, I am not certain. However, to suggest that it is within the researcher’s “gift” to grant this experience would give the researcher an authority and power that ethnographic evidence demonstrates is far from the case. (2008: 31-32)

Evans is ‘uncertain’about whether the relationship between the researcher and the researched is similar to that between sympathetic strangers, yet her interviewee’s comment left some fruit for thought. Having observed the opening of floodgates right before my eyes, I could certainly anticipate the therapeutic value of release and catharsis for Linyan, and to all the migrant workers: these are women who are socially marginalised and ignored.​[56]​ And by extension, this therapeutic value could be applied to the overseas women, Hexie and Yuanlian were equally disorientated at the time I interviewed them, and Jinjun felt lonely, being away from family. For the cadres and rich men’s wives group, however, their reasons to accept my invitation could be explained: a) because of the Chinese reciprocity custom – we were friends or acquaintances, it would be unethical to turn down my request (this point could be applied to the overseas women too); b) because of their curiosity about me – what had I been doing in our years apart? Britain is not as exotic as it was in the Mao era, but the distance between the two countries and the notion of the West may still pose enough of the mystery of the unknown to them; and c) the notion of the interview in Chinese and my previous job as a journalist in China could have played a bigger part.
In the Concise Oxford Dictionary (Pearsall 2001: 741), ‘interview’ is defined in English as: a) a conversation between a journalist or broadcaster and a person of public interest; b) an oral examination of an application for a job or college place. ﹥ a session of formal questions of a person by the police. In Chinese, there can be three phrases to match the English word ‘interview’: 1. 采访caifang, can be a verb or a noun, implying select and visit, the same as the English word ‘interview’ – a conversation between a journalist and a person of public interest; 2. 面试mianshi, a noun, means face-to-face examination, the equivalent of an oral examination of an application for a job or college place; 3. 审问shenwen , a verb, means interrogate, the third meaning of English word ‘interview’ – a session of formal questioning a person by the police. As the Chinese word caifang clearly implies, the person to be interviewed is of public interest and interview materials have the potential to be made known to the public. All my interviewees were aware of this meaning of interview when they accepted my invitation, which then served to determine and/or restrain their actions – whether to allow me to record or not, to pour their hearts out or to just routinely follow my questions. 

My previous profession as a journalist, which I had been practicing for eleven years in China and was well known to these two groups, also played a part in their withholding and disclosure of information. They were not absolutely clear about what I was doing at the time as they had not seen my work place, my colleagues, and so on. What they knew was purely from my own account, but they knew what my old profession was – travelling around for interviews in order to write feature articles and publish in a national magazine. Because the distance and language barriers which prevent their understanding of my current profession, the established understanding of my previous profession in China extended to what I was doing when I interviewed them. My detailed explanations that these interviews were only for the purpose of my research did not seem to register in their minds.​[57]​ To them, I was still a journalist, carrying out caifang. Wang Zheng’s interviewees were happy to tell her some particular stories because they were certain those were not going to be published in China (Wang Z. 1999). With my previous role, however, how could they be certain where these materials would end up? To be interviewed therefore carried an element of glamour as well as danger: the public interest was welcomed, but publication afterwards could potentially cause harm to their position and location. They had to be cautious towards the topics we discussed. This was clearly the case during my interview with the women cadres. For the rich men’s wives, if my position as a woman of the same generation was an advantage to induce them to pour out their experiences, my ex-journalist position was also an obstacle to discussions about certain aspects of their life. For instance, during the interviews, we did not touch the topic of sexuality, or more explicitly the topic of infidelity during recording. Wang Zheng indicates that ‘sexuality is a topic that educated Chinese are not used to discussing freely. If sexuality is ever discussed, it is usually between friends or relatives of the same generation’ (Wang 1999: 29). Harriet Evans also noted her researcher subjects ‘rarely talked about sex-related issues in anything more than the most cursory of terms’ (2008: 147). To put it more precisely, I was regarded as the journalist when equipped with the recorder and notebook; but when off record I was able to be their friend. Many colourful stories were therefore only told off the record.
 .
b) To what extent can an interview process be a reflexive journey? 

It is observed that in oral history ‘the subject’s story (the data) is the result of an interaction between two people. The personality and biases of the researcher clearly enter into the process to affect the outcome’ (Anderson et al.1990: 102). Feminist researchers have also discussed the power relationship in women interviewing women in the early 1980s. Ann Oakley argues the interview is best achieved ‘when the relationship of interviewer and interviewee is non-hierarchical and when the interviewer is prepared to invest his or her own personal identity in the relationship’ (1981:41). She further asserts that 

Where both share the same gender socialization and critical life-experience, social distance can be minimal. Where both interviewer and interviewee share membership of the same minority group, the basis for equality may impress itself even more urgently on the interviewer’s consciousness. (1981: 55) 
                                                                                               
Evidently, as a researcher, my social distance with my interviewees is indeed minimal. My own experience in China and the UK and my connection with each group seemed to put me into a position in which maximum understanding of each group could be reached. Nevertheless, I am warned that ‘gender and personal involvement may not be enough for full “knowing”’ (Riessman 1987: 189). Simultaneously, I am also aware that experience could play a larger-than-necessary role in the interpretation of any account. Feminist poststructuralism, for instance, calls our attention to the historically and socially specific discursive production of experience. As Joan Scott puts, ‘Experience is at once always already an interpretation and is in need of interpretation. What counts to be experiences is neither self-evident nor straightforward; it is always contested, always therefore political’ (Scott 1992: 37, italics in original).

Hence, transcripts from qualitative interviewing can be read at three levels: literal, interpretative and reflexive (Mason 2002). Literal reading takes into account what was said, interpretative reading discusses implicit meanings of what was said and reflexive reading accounts for the researcher’s role in interpreting what was said. Having heard the life stories offered by the 60s generation and having seen the living and working environment of these different groups of women, I was struck by both their similarities and discrepancies. I am also aware of how I myself am related to each of them and therefore just how reflexive the interview journey has turned out.

For my first group of interviewees, the women cadres, I am an ex-colleague as I was trained in the same camp. Such a position gives me the advantages of both inside knowledge and a distance which could lend me a better overview of that knowledge. Yet, as with any ex, when you come out of it you often look back with a critical gaze in order to justify the current position you are in. The information about China and about the Party that I have absorbed daily due to living in a different country has also driven me to reinterpret what I had previously been taught.​[58]​ This group of women carries a thick amour of façade that is extremely difficult to penetrate. Whilst I respect their ethos of hard work and empathise with their fears and cautions, I find myself doubting it at the same time: do they really believe the Party line they endorse, or do they just repeat it for the sake of their job and the benefits that could bring? However, are my doubts due to the cynical mind of an ex-colleague, or do they arise from the inquisitive and objective attitude of a researcher? The dangers of slipping into the role of an ‘ex’ were a constant reminder during my interview and write-up processes.

For the second group, the rich men’s wives, I have an even more complex way of reading. China’s thirty years market reform has created wide gaps between rich and poor. In the 1990s, this group of women would ride bicycles together to work and shopping, but now, exclusivity has lifted them onto the lap of luxury. They can only be found in certain areas, shops and streets, but the cost is painfully clear: their independence. In contrast to the later generations of women, who could marry husbands on the basis of their wealth, this group of women married men who inherited nothing from Mao’s era; to them, these material gains are entitlements after the previous years’ hardship they endured with their husbands. The reason that they can give up jobs and give orders to the housekeepers is because they have earned it, and they strain to wear the badge of that ownership on anything visible. These women are my siblings: we shared same departure points, but have arrived at different destinations. 

Women overseas are my comrades. I do not necessarily know their past, but I can understand the turnings in their lives. From arriving at a new territory with literally nothing, to the day when they finally reach something, women in this group are most conscious of their independence. They might have the most complicated and tortuous experiences, but often these are simplified and glossed over. In the end, I actually spent the most amount of time in deciphering their scripts. For the fourth group of women migrant workers, I would have had problems in trying to relate to them had I not had my own overseas experience. In broader terms, despite the differences in education and jobs, women overseas and internal migrant workers are all immigrants – they all have left their native places and are struggling in a foreign land; thus they share the common ground in humanity. The women of the internal migrant worker group are like my relatives; my sympathy is with them. When they cry, I weep. 

Generalisation is often the summary of superficial similarity, and may thus be a pitfall of any research. The reason that I give each group a clear relationship label is because by labelling them I remind myself constantly what these relationship connotations are, and therefore endeavour to avoid that possible pitfall of generalisation. Life history, after all, is a social science methodology. The researcher’s own experience is welcome to the extent of interpretation and understanding, but it should not distort the subjective account of the interviewees. In this sense, the interview process is a restrained-exercise of reflexive journey for me, or in Evans’ word, a process of ‘disciplined self-reflection’ (2008: 11). 

c) What other expected and unexpected elements could change the dynamic of the interview process?

It is acknowledged that the researcher and interviewees’ perceptions of each other are based on differences in social, cultural and personal backgrounds, which have an impact on the power relations in the interview (Tang 2002). However, I would add that the time, location and appearance of unexpected anecdotes that may arise could also change the dynamics of an interview. Before setting up any interview, I would ask for the interviewee’s preference of time and location. At that time, I did not sense that these elements could impact upon the dynamic of interviews. My first woman cadre interviewee Wangyue came to my flat rather than the initial agreement of her own apartment; and one of the overseas women, Hexie, preferred for me to go to her house rather than the initial agreement of coming to mine – what they did was a conscious decision on their part. Wangyue was unwilling to show her flat where I have never been before as a private space, and saw my flat where she has been before as the public space; Hexie, on the other hand, saw her house as familiar territory which would warrant her ease to talk about her life trajectory.​[59]​ Had the interviews taken place at the initially arranged locations, the interview results could have been very different. 

If time and location were the expected players in the concerto of interview, anecdotes were not, as they were often utterly unexpected; yet their power to change the dynamic of interview should not be underestimated. The low battery turned out to serve as the topical and emotional switch for my interview with Jinjun. Modern life is indeed increasingly invaded by the technology, but I did not expect that it would dominate my interview process. After all, the life story method requires probing and listening, and recording was not seen as compulsory by the pioneers such as the Chicago School; however, it has become a necessity today, to allow the accurate capture and recording of the moment in question. My first interviewee, Wangyue, did not want to be recorded; other interviewees would always look suspiciously at the tiny Olympus digital voice recorder when they talked about sensitive issues. The recorder could make or break an ideal interview – if the battery had not gone flat, following Jinjun’s emotional account of her father’s death, my interview with her could have risen to another level,; if it was not for the exhausting of the recorder memory, Hexie would not have freed herself up as much. I am quite certain that, without the technological device installed during my interviews, my interviewees would have opened their hearts more. This realisation, however, did not prompt me to give up using the recorder, and, balancing the pros and cons and the volume of data, I continued the recording with caution.





During both in-field and post-field research, my findings have echoed the unique features of my pre-field choice of methodology: life history. The life story method uses the holistic approach, leading to broader depictions of individuals’ identities both across time and in the social networks that support them (Bertaux 1981; Riley et al. 1988; Schumann and Scott 1989; Denzin 1995; Miller 2000; Mason 2002). It allows me to explore, not constrain, the data collection, and thus I have the freedom and breadth to access a number of issues in my analysis. My impetus is based a strong humanist stand: interview process is a search journey for the ordinary and the faceless. Moreover, it allows me to describe the richness of the process – of ongoing interactions and developing phenomena, which transform dry academic work into a great joy.

Whilst I am conscious that, as a peer, my social distance to my four groups of interviewees could be defined as minimal, I am in no position to assume any knowledge of them. In post-research notes, I have questioned and tried to answer why these interviewees participated the process, to what extent the interview process was a reflexive journey, and what is the impact of expected element of time and location, or unexpected anecdotes such as battery expiring. My research journey is a reflexive one, but I strive for the subjectivity of my interviewees and the objectivity of research. 







the childhood and adolescent years


The promotion of class egalitarianism during Mao’s era, especially in the Cultural Revolution period, exposed the 60s generation of women to an upbringing and education that was more uniform than any other generation. What this generation of women listened to, read, communicated and experienced during their childhood and adolescent years affected their thoughts and outlook for life. In this chapter, I organise my narrative around five themes: the absence of parents, the subject of gender, education, the rise of individualism, and memories of the Cultural Revolution.
The themes I explored in this chapter arose from my interview data, and also from other scholars whose research I found inspiring. The first two themes were inspired by Harriet Evans’s book The Subject of Gender: Daughters and Mothers in Urban China (2008). The 60s generation women had abundant free time with their friends, siblings, grandparents and neighbours because academic demands were low during their childhood and their parents were occupied with political study and work. I want to examine the impact of the absence of parents on the 60s generation and whether this absence is synonymous with separation. This theme is closely followed by the structuring of gender. In a traditionally patrilineal society like China, to be a girl and a woman is a major disadvantage. For the 60s generation, however, where the rhetoric of state was gender equality, how difficult was it to be a girl? What shaped their development from girlhood to womanhood?
The importance of education is agreed across the world and across the political spectrum; it is beneficial for society, which needs the contributions and economic productivity of a skilled workforce and it is also beneficial for the individual, who will gain a better chance for social mobility (Wilkinson and Pickett 2010). How much education did the 60s generation receive, and what type of education was this? The ideas about the world and the philosophy of life that they derived from education would undoubtedly have left marks on their adult lives. The 60s generation entered their youth in the 1980s, when the market economy was in full swing, yet the party-state firmly confined individuals to the spheres of economic activity and private lifestyle. How did the 60s generation deal with economic reform in the absence of political reform? The 60s generation has been integrated with the Cultural Revolution generation, so what memories do they have about this period? Do they have the same negative impression as the 50s generation or do they see the Cultural Revolution from the same distance as the 70s generation?
Through exploration of the 60s generation’s childhood and adolescent years, I will identify common themes in their accounts, exploring the ways in which their childhood experiences may have affected them in adulthood.
 
The Absence of Parent(s)

For most of the 60s generation, childhood was a free-ranging one,​[60]​ in that children were allowed to roam on the streets and go in and out of neighbours’ houses like they were their own homes. In recounting their memories of childhood, most of my interviewees depict an idyllic scene. With extended families, academically undemanding school and safe neighbourhoods, they played wildly and freely. Jinjun recalls, ‘My childhood was a happy one. We played all day. Only when the night fell and parents asked us to go home did we return.’ 
Zhangna’s recollection is similar, ‘My childhood was of total happiness. We climbed trees and swam in the river. No one’s parents were as watchful of their children as the parents do today.’ During Hexie’s three hours of interview, she remained motionless and emotionless. It was only when she talked about childhood misbehaviour that she smiled:

My older sister and I played wildly. I remember when we used to go to see Yangbanxi［Model Beijing Opera］on stage when I was about six or seven years old. We watched it repeatedly. We needed tickets to get in; through guanxi we found a variety of tickets, such as red tickets, white tickets and green tickets. Every day, the theatre would use different tickets, which also needed to be stamped. The stamps would be different shapes, such as a circle, square or diamond. We used rubber to carve out some fake stamps. Seven or eight of us would squeeze together, and say, ‘the ticket is behind, the ticket is behind ［someone behind us holding the tickets］’. We succeeded every time. We also knew the guard in the theatre, and after we managed to squeeze in, he would give us some stools to sit on. In fact, it was the same opera nearly every day. I don’t know why we still always went, why we never grew tired of it. The opera that had the most impression upon me was Red Lantern. My sister, who was two and half years older than me, would later on organise kids from neighbourhood to act out the Red Lantern. I didn’t play as I was very shy when I was young. (Hexie, overseas woman)

If Zhangna and Jinjun’s childhood freedom were because their parents had to divide their attention to their several offspring rather than just one,​[61]​ the reason for Hexie’s freedom was because her father was in a cadre school and her mother attended political meetings in any spare time she had, leaving her and her sister unwatched for most of the time. Although she has four brothers and sisters, she was the only one who lived with her parents before the age of four, as her siblings lived with her grandparents, thousands of miles away. Her siblings joined her with her parents when they reached seven or eight years old. Therefore, in theory she had a big family, in practice she lived with a small one. Her youngest brother, who is seven years her junior, joined the family at seven when she was fourteen. She went to university at seventeen, so the total time that the two of them lived together was just three years, during which time she was seldom at home.

Of my twelve interviewees, four did not live with their parents until the ages of four, five or seven; two had fathers who worked a long distance away, and only came home once or twice a month; one was fostered and left her family altogether; one lived with her parents but not with her siblings; and the rest lived with their parents but looked after by their grandparents. These absences of parents or siblings seem to echo Harriet Evans’ observation that ‘discontinuity, rupture, and separation appear as key themes in anthropological accounts of women’s life expectations and experiences in China’ (2008: 19). Specifically, she highlights that 

The forcible, and often prolonged, absences of parents in labour camps, state farms, and cadre schools, on merciless work shifts, and in lengthy and obligatory political meetings made separation a dominant theme in the accounts of nearly all my interviewees who were brought up in the 1950s and 1960s. (2008: 41)                                               

However, I would like to point out two differences between Evans’ research and mine. First, only one out of her thirty-one research subjects was from the 60s generation,​[62]​ and second – and more importantly – all of her research subjects were urban women, while half of my interviewees are from rural areas. Separation could be the ‘key theme in the accounts of the daughters of the Mao era’ (Evan 2008: 64) which in Evans’ study is primarily the 50s generation, but it is not necessarily the key theme of the 60s generation.​[63]​ Both before and after the reform, China has seen huge gaps between urban and rural areas; Evans’ key theme may apply to the urban 50s generation women, but may not necessarily stand for even the rural 50s generation women,​[64]​ whose parents were unlikely to be sent to labour camp and had no cadre school to attend.​[65]​ In Evans’s research, the parents’ ‘lives apart’ ‘established a structure and a space of potential emotional distance, which …could develop into “felt” estrangement under the complex pressures of family, social, economic, and political life’ (Evans 2008: 49-50). After assessing the poignancy of separation in the formation of gendered self, she further asserts that
 
Daughters’ experience of literal, physical separations from the family, particularly the mother, is closely associated with modes of attachment to and longing for the mother that are crucial to women’s sense of themselves as gendered subjects…the ways in which women experience and deal with their multiple separations from their mothers suggest the desire for recognition from the mother as a crucial aspect of the of formation of gendered self. (2008: 26-27) 

The above assertion seems to disregard the multi-layered reality that each phenomenon entails. Absence of parent(s) is not the same as separation. Separation implies traumatically living apart, whereas absence is merely a state of being away; there is discrepancy between them in both sociological and legal terms. The absence of one parent or both parents was a universal norm at that time, and the absence of parents did not mean that children were uncared for or unloved. In researching gender roles and childcare networks in East and Southeast Asian societies, Ochiai et al. (2008) point out that the structures of social networks for childcare vary among societies and evolve historically: a child is taken care of by various agents in any society and only in modern society does the caring roles concentrate on mothers; but within Asia, taking care of relative’s children is considered so natural that it should probably not even be thought of as ‘assistance’, ‘with little idea that childcare must be done by the mother’;​[66]​ moreover, in China, childcare support is expected first and foremost from grandparents, as ‘childcare by grandparents goes together with care for the elderly by their children’. Confucianism can be considered to be the ideological expression in this system, with exchange of care between generations (2008: 58). Molony has added further argument that the mothers role as sole childcare taker is not just a Western idea, but a modern Western middle-class idea: ‘children of the wealthy had always been cared for by servants, and children of working-class families without helpful relatives often raised themselves while roaming in the streets as their parents toiled for income’ (2008: 182). Lisa Rofel (1999) also discovered that the mother as prime caretaker is very much of a Western middle-class cultural dichotomy, as none of her Chinese informants spoke of their relationships with their mothers ‘in terms of the quality of emotional caretaking or the amount of attention they received’, with some of them freely admitting ‘being sent to the countryside to live with other relatives without portraying it as a time of lost mothering, or alternatively as a lost childhood’ (1999: 73). 

Out of my six urban interviewees, three lived with their grandparents during their childhood, and the six rural interviewees were effectively brought up by their grandparents. My data suggests that being cared by grandparents is not perceived negatively, and it has been particularly pointed out that the merits of grandparents include their absolute devotion to the child’s every need, not just the one hour a day (the so-called ‘quality time’), and their endless patience and encouragement, which could be lacking from the time-deficient parents of the child.​[67]​ Jinjun remembers the contrast of attention she received from her father and grandparents

I have never had the memory of sitting on the lap of my parents to act like a spoiled child. When my father was an army man (he was an army man for 22 years), his shoes contained iron in the fronts and soles. We could hear his footsteps as the iron hit the ground, producing a distintive noise ‘guangguang’; at that moment, whatever we had been doing, we would shut our mouths, and nervously wait for his arrival. We couldn’t sing songs in front of him. When he heard our singing in the bathroom or in another room, he would make comments such as ‘How come you did so badly in History in school, but can still remember the lyrics of songs, one verse after another’. Comments like this would dampen our spirits. I never had any little talks with him. My maternal grandparents, in contrast, doted on me. All my childhood warmth came from them. (Jinjun, overseas woman)

Evidently, Evans notices this ‘fascinating and even customary aspect of family life’ as well, yet she admits space in her research ‘does not permit discussion of the effects of these kinds of arrangements on children’s emerging gendered and social identities’. However, this phenomenon ‘merits considerable independent research’ (2008: 142). Even so, she reports that one of the women she interviewed admits her daughter enjoyed a very close relationship with her grandparents, and she even ‘attributes her daughter’s stability and maturity as much to the love her parents had given her as to her own efforts’ (2008: 89).

Taking account of the cultural differences and the benefits of care by grandparents, Evans’ reading of parental absence therefore seems to oversimplify the childcare system and over-emphasise the repercussions of parental absence on daughters. The claim of attachment to and longing for mothers and recognition from mothers could easily be made from a Western academic’s vantage-point or from her narrators’ retrospective views; not necessarily then and there of a child’s view in the Chinese context. 

In addition, the absence of parents seems to have left another positive impact to my interviewees, which Evans has not discussed either, that is the independence this experience has cultivated. Because of their parents’ absence, it became necessary for my interviewees to organise their own free time, finding their own ways in the outside world and to establish relations with neighbours, classmates and teachers. Looking back on their parents’ minimal intervention in terms of their independent decisions for free-time activities, none of them think that it had caused any adverse consequences. Yuanlian recalls her experience with pride

Only now have I realised how independent I became. I would repair my own bicycle, fill the gas tank – do all the housework stuff. If my parents’ danwei distributed things, I would go and collect them. One year, my parents’ danwei distributed watermelons. Both of them were not at home, so I had to collect it as they would become rotten quickly. In total they weighed 25 kg. I took a bicycle and asked a neighbour’s niece to go with me. I walked the bicycle in the front, and she pushed from the back. I dropped two of the watermelons on the way. In my generation, even you were a single child, you would not have had the treatment of a single child now. Another time, my parents’ danwei distributed a very big fish. My neighbour said that I had to do something as it was summer and there was no refrigerator. I had to scale, clean, and cook the fish. When I was scaling the fish, my classmate came to my house to play, and she was very surprised, ‘how come you can scale fish?’ I said, ‘I have to do it as no one else is at home’. I was thirteen years old then. We lived in a compound, and neighbours in the same floor would share one corridor. When my parents were not at home, my neighbours would instruct me how to do things. In term time, if my parents on business trips, I would stay in my teacher’s house; in the school holidays, I would stay at home on my own. I didn’t find the change of places disturbing. I didn’t complain about the food or anything. (Yuanlian, overseas woman)

Mingzhu is still happy the way she was brought up and she is keen to instil this same independence in her daughter

When I was little, my maternal grandmother didn’t live with us. My parents all worked late, so my brother and I had to look after ourselves. My parents gave us a free hand in our upbringing, which I now practice with my child as well. When I was in my sixth year of primary school, at about 12 year old, I would buy food and then cook it. My first dish was stir-fried tomatoes with eggs. (Mingzhu, cadre)

Junzhen was born in 1969, but she has an older sister who was born in 1966. Because her father was often away and her mother’s health was poor, her older sister, who was only three years senior, would carry out most of the housework. She can still recall clearly what her sister did everyday

Every morning she would ask me to come close to her, and she would plait my hair. Every Sunday she would change the bed lining. When I was a bit older, she would ask for my help. I remember she stored a string bag in her schoolbag in my first year of primary school; she must have been about ten year old. She would take the food coupon with her, and buy food after school finished. She would carry out nearly all the housework, such as making the steamed bun and noodles. My mother was poorly and had to take herbal medicine all year long; My sister made the herbal tea for my mother too. (Jinjun, overseas woman)

She then told me that, ‘In my work place, I have many colleagues who are from the 60s generation. They are all very independent’. 

The absence of parents had left these children to their own devices. This free-range childhood is in stark contrast with contemporary Chinese children, who are heavily engaged in study-related activities in their spare time, and parents are significantly involved even with their leisure, which, as Tam (2006) warns, could bring negative consequences. This academic enhancement may come at the expense of other domains of whole-person development, and their parents’ heavy intervention could also ‘deprive children of their opportunities for spontaneous involvement in growth-producing activities important for self-actualization’ (Tam 2006: 56). My interviewees, however, learnt to help in the household from a young age, deal with social relations on their own and observe the world without much guidance. These have evidently turned out to be a positive experiences for the 60s generation of women; the independence they gained through those experiences would lead to the build-up of confidence which later on helped them to cope with adulthood. 

Additionally, the cause of the absence of their parents, the imposition of the then state ethics, also shaped the women they became. Wang Qi (1999) acknowledges that 

One of the new values that the Maoist leadership transplanted into the web of society was the willingness to sacrifice family or personal life for the good of the public interest, in elevating such ethics to the status of true virtue, the state fostered both the idea that family or individual matters must take second place to the public needs and that the relation between political duty and family life should be handled through heroic conduct, such as working very long hours. (1999:28)                                                                                      

During the Cultural Revolution, Chinese people were under pressure to prove their ‘redness’ in public by participating in an explosion of political meetings and political study groups. Social ethics which stated that women should give priority to their household responsibilities were repudiated by the state ethics. Women and men alike were forced to make a choice between the pursuit of material comfort, which was said to be wrong, and the pursuit of revolutionary spirit, which was right. The devaluation of family life reached its height during the Cultural Revolution, when ‘private’ was equated with selfishness and ‘leisure’ with ‘bourgeois habits’ (Wang Qi 1999). The activities of their parents, particularly their mothers, represented a radical social transformation of gender. Women’s commitment to their work was a crucial aspect of their sense of value and status, leaving a profound legacy to the 60s generation of women. Having witnessed at first hand their parents’ value and being educated at early stage into the state ethics, fervour about work and guilt about leisure remain as strong factors of the 60s generation’s adult life (see chapter 6). 

The Subject of Gender

My interview questions do not specifically focus on gendered subjectivity, as my main purpose was to record their life stories. However, life stories describe what has happened that made them into who are today; therefore each of them touched on the topic without my prompting. Under Confucius patriarchy, Chinese women’s low social status has been well documented (Andors 1983; Croll 1983; Davin 1976; Tao et al. 2004; see also chapter 2), but most of my interviewees recorded more positive experiences of being a woman than generally assumed.
Chenying, the woman cadre, has no brothers. Her family was also the only migrants in their village. There were double disadvantages for her parents: no sons and no relatives in the village’s close-knit clan circle. Her parents were well aware of the discrimination she would face if she went out, so she was locked in at home with her younger sister when her parents went to work. 

My awareness of my gender began from my earliest memory. I was locked in the room at about three years old; I didn’t have a sister then. Through a little hole, I saw people walking by. My parents told me: ‘You can’t go out because you are a girl. It is dangerous outside. People will bully you.’ So I had to play on my own. When my sister was born and I started to have a companion, my parents allowed us a bigger window to look out the street when they went to work. As we saw people, people saw us as well. Some nasty kids would throw sticks and rubbish to us, calling us ‘xiaoniangbi [little mother c***]’ or meiyongdedongxi [useless thing]’. I would report these bullies tearfully to my mother. What my mother said has stayed in my life and has probably what made me today. She said: ‘There is no point in crying. You need to prove that you are not useless. In this life, it is the end result that counts.’ My mother probably regretted the fact that she did not have a son deep down, but she did not show this to our face. I think that my early awareness of my gender was an inspiration for me to work hard from the very beginning of my schooling. (Chenying, cadre)

Linyan, the migrant worker in the Chinese B&Q, also confirms that the awareness of gender was an incentive for her to prove herself that she was not lesser to a son. She was fostered to a family with no children when she was one. Her foster parents lived deep in the mountains, a much poorer area than her biological parents. Her foster parents treated her well and two years later her foster mother gave birth to a son, and another son later on.

Probably because I brought luck to the family, my foster parents had treated me well. I always had the same share of food and other things as their biological children. But when it came to education, I didn’t have the same chance as my brothers. Because my family was very poor, and traditionally in that village only boys went to school; my schooling was not regarded as priority for my parents. When my brothers went to school, I would go to the mountains to cut firewood. Every afternoon, when carrying a heavy bag of firewood and passing the school, I would stop outside the classroom and watching. My excuse was to wait for my brothers to go home together. Sometimes I would work so hard in the mountain to cut the bagful of firewood in as little time as possible to save more time for standing outside the classroom. The result was that when my brothers had difficulties with their schoolwork, they would ask me for the answers. This gave me a great confidence in myself. I had only had a fraction of the education of my brothers, but I was as smart as them, or more. My foster parents also acknowledged my talent in learning; they would say often: ‘You are very clever.’ This belief has been instilled in me, and I have never thought myself inferior to any man in my life. When we came to decide whether we should come to Hangzhou to find a better life, it was I who made the decision, not my husband. (Linyan, migrant worker)  

Chenying and Linyan’s self-acknowledgement of not being a boy from an early age did not leave any damaging effects on their outlook of life. On the contrary, they seemed to have gained strength from being a girl. Evans (2008) made an excellent observation on this:

Son preference is lived and experienced by daughters in diverse ways, the subjective effects of which may strengthen their claims to gendered recognition. Just as attention to young women’s experiences of being sold into marriage does not always support the image of the hopelessly abused victim, girls do not necessarily experience the structures and requirements of male preference as a devaluation of self as a girl. (Evans 2008: 133)

Linyan and Chenying’s belief in themselves, despite the social norm attached to being a girl at that time, echoes Rahman and Jackson’s assertion that ‘human action is guided by how situations are collectively and individually defined rather than by norms and ideologies deriving from a social systems (Rahman and Jackson 2010: 157). Rahman and Jackson’s discussion on how gender is constructed can also help to understand why Linyan and Chenying have come out as strong women:

To have a sense of self is to be aware of ourselves as both separate from others and situated in relation to others. Through interactions we acquire and exercise the ability to see ourselves from the perspective of others and develop the capacity to engage in conversations with ourselves … to reflect on and act on ourselves, to be reflective. (2010:166) 

Both Chenying and Linyan were aware of the disadvantages of being a girl from an early age due to other’s opinions and attitudes, but these experiences helped to produce real life knowledge of gender as a restraining and empowering influence on their personal and professional choices. Chenying reflects on how she dealt with the revelation of being a girl, badly treated by the neighbours

When I was badly treated in the neighbourhood, I thought, ‘You are local. Your family has boys. I can’t do other things but I can study well and understand things’. My strongest feeling was that, although I was a girl, I possessed the same abilities as any boy. There were only two girls in our neighbourhood: my sister and I. I wanted to go and swim in the river, like all the boys did. Deep down, I always thought tha I could do better than boys if I paid more effort into what I do. (Chenying, cadre)

If the norms and ideologies of the Chinese social system devalue women, the collective and individual situations may not. The 60s generation of Chinese women were born amidst the heat of Maoist revolutionary fervour, where the slogan ‘women can hold up half the sky’ was widely propagandized, and the patrilineal values about women became a running undercurrent. My other interviewees all admit that although their brothers might have been favoured, they themselved were never ill-treated. Wenxiu recollects this with a smile:

My parents have five children. One son in the middle; four daughters. They’d have liked to have more sons, obviously. As the eldest daughter, my parents, as well as my grandmother, valued me more. When we worked in the commune in the afternoons, my grandmother would come to give us snacks. In my bowl there would be an extra egg, not in my brother’s. (Wenqiu, rich man’s wife)

In some individual cases, daughters were even favoured above sons. Hexie recognises this situation particularly well:

Because I was the only child who lived with my parents from my birth and my four bothers and sisters lived with my grandparents most of the time, I received a lot of encouragement from my parents. I would say that this contributed to my good earlier academic performance and thereafter my career path. (Hexie, overseas woman) 

Chenying’s parents preferred to have one child even then:

My parents didn’t have any preference for sons, especially my father. My parents both had five brothers and sisters, and they sensed that too many children would bring heavy burden to family. They didn’t mind just having me. My mother was the oldest child in her family; she had only had two years of education. She was not allowed more schooling because that would have required money, so she ended up as a labourer in her family. My father was from a family with an unfavourable class background, and his parents didn’t have time for the children simply because there were too many. My mother said that having too many children was irresponsible if you don’t have the means to bring them up. Her thinking was well ahead of her time. When my mother was pregnant with my sister, she went to hospital for an abortion, but she was scared and came back, then had my sister. Maybe she didn’t want to depart with the baby. My father was even more determined to have only one child. He was from a rural area, but he didn’t have any feudal thoughts. He treasured me immensely. He bought me this Omega watch when I graduated from university in 1992; it cost him two year’s salary. At that time, the watch costed more than 4000 yuan, which was a huge amount of money because his annual income was only a little more than 2000 yuan. He spent two years of his income to buy me this watch. I couldn’t accept this then because my impression of father had always been a hardworking and thrifty one. The fact that he had spent so much money to buy a watch for me illuminates my place in his heart: he treasures me immensely. He said, ‘I will buy you a meaningful present, so you can keep it’. It has been many years since, but I still haven’t changed my watch. Whenever I look at it, it reminds me of how much my parents care for me. They never say how much expectation they hold for me, but I know they do. They just didn’t say it. They still never say it. (Chenying, cadre)

Attention to girls does not only mean attention to their physical survival and development, but also the fostering of self-respect. The source of such self-respect lies within the degree of attention and value given to daughters by parents, family and society (Croll 2000). In other words, the active collaboration and continual reaffirmation of gender is not just from oneself; it is a combined force from both the macro and micro environments, and in this their mothers’ influence was important. Even when mothers were not primary care givers, they provided other ways for their daughters to learn from.




Mothers are of extraordinary importance in their daughters’ developing sense of themselves as women. Researching family change and motherhood in China, Hare-Mustin and Hare find two distinctive themes: the mother as teacher and role model, and the attribute of courage. They remark that Chinese still regard the family as the mainstay of society, and the mother is seen as being at the core of the family (Hare-Mustin and Hare 1986). Maria Jaschok (1988), through interviewing generations of mooi-jai, gains ‘an insight into the life of a daughter who – wanting the strengths in others with which to identify – found it, not among men, but among the women of the family’ (1988: 53). Role models were important in the process of social learning, therefore, mooi-jai, with no respectable mother to model themselves on, had received no expectation from their masters of growing into respectable women (Jaschok 1988). Drawing from Stephanie Lawler’s observation on the mother-and-daughter dyadic relationship, Harriet Evans asserts that ‘mothers are inscribed in their daughters’ sense of self and subjectivity with particular effects on their gendered self-identification’ (2008: 16). 

Zhangna’s mother was from a well-off family and she had been educated until college level in pre-1949. In the 50s when the ‘Overthrow the Landlord and Share out the Land’ (斗地主分土地 doudizhu fentudi) movement started, her family was defined as rich peasants and her two uncles labelled as anti-revolutionist because of their connections with the Nationalist Party before 1949. Her family’s social status went downhill. Her mother’s dowry and jewellery were all snatched by the poor. Her mother, taking Zhangna’s eldest brother with her, went to work in Beijing in early 1950s, whilst her father worked in a county school in Hebei province. Her older sister, who was living with her grandparents, contracted meningitis and died at thirteen years old. Her mother did not have time to come to see her sister when she was ill, but after hearing the devastating news, she came home straightaway.

She felt very guilty, and, persuaded by my father, she did not go back to Beijing again. My mother’s sister was working in Beijing as well and continued to stay there. By her retirement she had worked for the Central Cultural Bureau. If my mother had not left Beijing she would have been able to receive an even better position than my aunt because she had received more education. At that time, the concept of city and rural was not as significant as later. After she came back, she gave birth to four more children. My paternal grandmother insisted that she should not go back to work because my father and my brothers and sisters needed to be looked after, and my father was my grandparents’ only son. My mother died at 76 due to a cerebral haemorrhage. I had always wanted to write something about her. She had only worked seven years in her twenties, and I think she regretted giving up her job like that. I am deeply influenced by her. She would always talk about her work in Beijing. When she came to stay with me ten years ago, she even tried to write a memoir. But my father was reluctant to recall the details in their lives with her, saying, ‘You are bringing trouble to yourself. What a tedious thing to do to dwell on the past! What is the point of it?’ They would start to argue and blame each other for what happened. Seeing them argue like that, I interrupted my mother’s memoir, and she did not continue. My mother was such an intelligent woman. She did not have any training in tailoring, but after observing other people doing it once, she would make perfect clothes for all our family. All our clothes were handmade by my mother. One year when I was in the secondary school, my mother and I went to Beijing to see my aunt and my mother’s old college classmate came to see her. I saw that my mother’s tears were rolling. They had received the same education, but they had become so different. My mother by then was a proper peasant. She worked all day and looked after five children, with no help from my father as he worked in a different place and only came home once a month. She would work in the field in the daytime, and do the housework making our clothes and shoes in the night. She never got any rest. All our brothers and sisters’ clothes were neat and without holes. One night I woke up and found that she was still stitching shoes. Each night she would not go to bed until 2 or 3am. (Zhangna, rich man’s wife)

Zhangna shed tears when talking about her mother. When I asked what her mother’s legacy had left her, she choked up with sobs:

I still need time to comprehend this, but I know my mother’s influence on me is far more profound than my father; without my mother’s encouragement, I wouldn’t have been able to get to where I am today. I am from a rural area; she always said that I should look up and study hard. I am the baby of the family – my eldest bother and I have an age gap of thirteen years. When I was little, I was too fond of playing and never wanted to study. I rebelled against my mother once. I did not want her to find me. I went to a mountain and hid there for almost a day. I also didn’t like the fact that all my clothes were the hand-me-downs from my sister. Once, when I was ten years old, I did not want to wear my sister’s clothes any longer, I laid on an ice-cold Kang [炕] screaming. Then I caught a cold and didn’t go to school for a whole month! My understanding of my mother only came after I left her, moving to Hangzhou. She was such an enterprising and talented woman, but her life had been wasted. I can never catch up to her or be as good as her. My mother always thought boys and girls were the same. When I didn’t pass my university exam the first time, she encouraged me to try again. Out of my five siblings, I am the only one who went to the university. This is because my mother told me I had to get out of the village. (Zhangna, rich man’s wife)

Despite Zhangna’s regret about her mother’s sacrifice for the family, when it came to her own decision between family and career, she has no regrets, ‘I will definitely choose family first’. Lili also knows the story of her mother giving up her job for the family. 

My mother was educated to senior middle-school level. She worked in the county department store. My paternal grandmother worried that she might not come back to the village and asked her to return. She could have had the chance to obtain urban residence. When I was in senior middle school, I dreamt that if my mother had urban residence, I could substitute into her job. However, she came back to the family. My father was the Party secretary of the village branch, and would come home with lots of guests nearly every day. Without a word, my mother would cook for a whole round table (about twelve people) and wash up afterwards. I never heard her complain. In fact, she always smiled at the guests. (Lili, rich man’s wife)

Zhangna’s and Lili’s accounts of their mothers complying with the traditional norms, a woman’s obligation is to the family and not to the society, seem to contradict with my earlier discussion, where the absence of parents was caused by the state ethic of both men and women’s participation of paid labour during the peak of the Cultural Revolution. For this, I have to add that: first, both of their mothers gave up their jobs in the city in the 1950s or early 1960s, when the rhetoric of women’s external work was not as significant as during the Cultrual Revolution; secondly, both of their families were living in rural areas, where traditional attitudes and practices still held strong (see chapter 2), which was also illuminated from the role both paternal grandmothers played in determining their mothers’ return to domesticity. In Zhangna and Lili’s cases, their mothers ‘serve both consciously and unconsciously as key referents in their daughters’ (Evans 2008: 200). It is probably not by coincidence that out of my interviewees, these were the only two who gave details of their mothers returning home as, at the time of my interview, both of them had also given up work to become full-time housewives. By giving accounts of their mothers’ sacrifice for the family, they found validation in their own decision. Mothers’ model role is also acutely reflected in my women cadres’ group. Wangyue, the woman cadre who remains single to date but works as a deputy head of a television channel, regards her mother as her biggest inspiration:

My mother has three children – my older sister, me and my younger brother, and she was a model worker in Hangzhou for five continuous years. It was not easy to become a model worker in the 1960s; she was indeed one of the ‘iron girls’. After finishing the heavy workload in her work unit, she would come home to do the cooking and washing, and she was very patient with us. I never heard her complain. As a child, I could not fully comprehend what she had to take in everyday. Now that I have realised the full scale of her burden, and therefore I admire her for what she had achieved. (Wangyue, cadre)

Mingzhu marvels at her mother’s braveness and her mother’s way of rearing children helped to set up a model for her too:

My mother was an engineer. Her shining point which I still try to keep up with is her willingness to try all new things. She is now seventy years old. Even after her retirement, she never stops studying. She is currently studying English. She says that English will help her to understand the UK, the country where I am now. Another good example is that she is not afraid of eating anything new. If she sees a fruit she’s never seen before; she will pick it up and try it. She always says, ‘don’t ask others what it tastse like. When you eat it, you will know the taste yourself’. She would try new fashion styles for people much younger than her age. When I was little, my maternal grandmother didn’t live with us. My parents all worked late, so my brother and I had to look after ourselves. My parents gave us a free hand in our upbringing, which now I practice with my child as well. My daughter is ten years old. I never collect her from primary school; she walks the five minutes home herself. My husband is a university lecturer. We can collect her, but we don’t want to. When she was four, she would take a shower herself. She is very independent, always helping teachers with things. She could get help from her grandparents, but she does not need it. Survival ability is just as important as academic grades. This is what I learnt from my mother and I apply this to my daughter too. (Mingzhu, cadre) 

Chenying has always felt closer to her father, but she realises that her strength is actually inherited from her mother:

My mother was always polite to others. After she started to work and earn wages, she would give all her money to my grandparents, never keeping a single penny for herself. Even now, if her brothers and sisters had difficulty, she would help them without reservation. She has the motivation to do everything to the best of her ability. She was only schooled for two years, and entered the factory as an apprentice, but she would do things other people didn’t want to do. She eventually became an accountant, an important position, acting as a cushion between the boss and workers. She has worked in two danwei. In the second danwei, everyone would call her Big Sister [大姐 dajie], including the boss. Everyone respected her. My mother’s self-respect and self-reliance have been instilled in me. Before marriage, I would think to myself that my parents both left an equal amount of influence to me; but after I married, I realised that I have inherited my mother’s strength much more. (Chenying, cadre)

The qualities of perseverance, not being afraid of trying new things, and self-belief are all essential for becoming and remaining as a woman cadre. Wangyue and Mingzhu have learnt this from their mothers and thus made themselves stand out from the crowd. However, not every mother is worshipped by her daughter. Wenqiu openly claims that she does not like her mother:

My mother would blame my father when things went wrong. When we were little, my sister and I would discuss this and say to each other, ‘if we need to find a husband in the future, we should find someone like our father, someone who doesn’t complain about his wife’s blaming.’ My mother hasn’t got a good temper, she only does two things: cooking and washing. Even now, my father works silently, never attracting attention… My mother used abusive language with us a lot. I didn’t like her. Now that I am a mother, I think that she has her own temper and her life was hard; and at the end of day, she is my mother after all. I have no choice but to accept that. (Wenqiu, rich woman’s wife)

Wenqiu’s account seems to contrast with the taboo of criticising mother in public as this would be damned as unfilial,​[68]​ but I have to indicate that this is a rare case – she is only one out of my twelve interviewees. Her mother served as an anti-model whom she consciously did not wish to emulate. Instead, she learnt the strengths of being a woman from her grandmother:

My paternal grandmother had a deep influence on me. She would teach me things when I went to cut greenfeed for pigs with her. I liked embroidery very much and wanted to learn, but my grandmother was against it, saying ‘there’s no need to learn that, your only task is to study well.’ My grandmother was a person who progressed forwards, not backwards, with time. Normally old people in rural areas were not like her. She listened all of the news from the radio, and wore a watch, which was rare. She would often go into town to live with my father’s young brother for a few days, and tell us about the news when she came back. My mother did not influence me as much as my grandmother. (Wenqiu, rich man’s wife) 





At the turn of the nineteenth and the twentieth centuries, the New Cultural Movement of May 4th regarded the low status of woman as a symptom of China’s backwardness, believing that a solution to the problem would signify modernity. As a result, women’s education was a priority on the reform agenda from the very beginning (Wang J. 2008). Some female writers at the time claimed that education transformed them ‘from a family woman to a woman of society’ (Wang J. 2008: 29). Education was continuously regarded as a priority in Mao’s project of women’s emancipation. However, difficulty in striking a balance between social and economic goals was a policy dilemma common to developing countries, particularly in China, where the conflict between the need for economic development and political agenda of reducing class inequities is acute. Emily Hannum has made the following observation on China’s educational policies between 1949 and 1990:

Economic scarcity has dictated that policies designed to promote rapid economic development compete directly for resources with policies designed to expand social opportunities to traditionally disadvantaged groups…The philosophical underpinnings of educational policies have reflected these shifts, alternating between a socialist egalitarian model of education and a liberal competitive model. Education policies of the early years reflected attempts from radical left-wing and more moderate camps to combine the goals of socialism with the need for economic development. The Cultural Revolution (1966-76) signalled the unchecked ascendancy of leftist ideological goals in educational policy-making; policies in the ensuing years reflected a focus on economic issues. (1999: 193) 

The 60s generation’s education was caught up within the policy shift. For the majority of them, their elementary education had been during the Cultural Revolution period, when the socialist egalitarian model had prevailed: labour and political loyalty were valued over academic achievement and the link between education and occupational achievement was removed; in the post-1978 era, during their secondary and tertiary education, the liberal competitive model became the mainstream, where the exam-based system of progression abolished during the Cultural Revolution was reinstated, and the link between education and occupational achievement was resumed.​[69]​ This sharp change is comically reflected in Yuanlian’s account. 

I didn’t like secondary school because in my second year there, my behaviour and moral character was marked as a B grade. I asked the teacher why she had given me B as I thought I deserved better. She said that my study grade was not that good. I felt that this was completely unfair and unreasonable. This was not even a reason! My academic prowess and my behaviour and moral character were two completely different things. Something else was even more ridiculous. In the first year of secondary school, I had long hair. The political tutor in our year came to talk to me because we were only allowed short hair or to tie it back into two bunches, but not one long ponytail. I was forced to comb my hair into two bunches. However, by the second year, everyone wore single ponytails, and no teachers seemed to care. You can see that the political influence was becoming weaker year by year. Therefore I didn’t like secondary school. In first year I was told off because of my hair, and in second year I was given a B for moral character just because of my low study grade. What is the connection between moral character and study grade? (Yuanlian, overseas woman)

Although state policy provides equal educational opportunities to boys and girls in both urban and rural areas, John Bauer et al. (1992) finds that this is not always the case, as parent’s education and occupation have substantial effects on children’s inequality in receiving education. ‘Being a farmer’s daughter is a greater disadvantage than being a farmer’s son’ (Bauer et al. 1992: 365). When competing for a place in school with their brothers, girls from poor rural families were quite often left behind because, with their parents’ understanding of different returns in the investment in sons and daughters, girls were more likely to be treated as a labour for the family before their marriage. Moreover, the educational policy change in Post-1978 came at the cost of an equitable distribution of opportunities across the urban-rural boundary. Hannum asserts that ‘changes in educational finance, structures, and curriculum attributable to the change in policy orientation dating from the late 1970s increased the barriers to social mobility for rural children, both relative to urban children and in absolute terms’ (1999: 209). The frustration of understanding that education was a vital factor for social mobility, but with no chance of obtaining it, was felt by all the interviewees who had missed the oportunity to be educated, or to the level they desired. All three migrant workers regret that they did not have the chance to be educated further. Linyan was fostered when she was just one year old, to a mountain valley where only one other family lived; she would have needed to walk 1.5 km to find another family in another valley. When she was seven, her biological father came to take her back to start schooling 

My own father came in the morning, and tried to hold me. I escaped and locked the door, as I didn’t want him to come inside. He was a total stranger to me as my foster parents had not mentioned the fact that I was a fostered child before. However, my father carried me away. I scratched his face until it started to bleed. When I arrived at my biological family, the dialect was different and I couldn’t understand what they were saying. My biological mother asked me to have breakfast. I ate rice mixed with soy sauce. I then followed my older sister to school. I couldn’t understand the lesson either. When my sister took me to the river, I was very scared to see such amount of water running in front of me, because having come from a place surrounded by mountains, I had only ever seen small streams which ran down from the mountain valley. After two days, my foster mother came and took me back. This was through the mediation of village government. My foster parents believed that because they had raised me for seven years, I was their child. The relationship between my biological and foster parents has since deteriorated and reached an impasse. They haven’t had any contact since. I wanted to go back to my foster family too. After I went back, I looked after my bothers. On my tenth birthday – I remember that day it snowed – I was in the mountains cutting firewood [she sobbed violently]. My mother said, ‘it is your birthday today’ and she made me a bowl of noodles. When I was eleven, I wanted to go to school as my brother who was three years younger than me had already started school for a year. I had been sending and collecting him from school for a year. My parents thought hard, and then finally agreed because they thought that maybe I would need to know how to write my own name. However, my schooling was on the condition that every day I had to finish my household work first. I had to pull up greenfeed for pigs and wash clothes before I go; therefore I was always late for class, and I had to stay outside the classroom until the next lesson. I would always stand outside and listen to the teachers eagerly. I never missed a single day of school, even though it was 2.5 km away from home. I walked every day, no matter how bad the weather would be. In contrast to my keenness, my brothers did not like school at all. It was me who chased after them. They would prefer to do anything but school homework. After I finished my primary school, my mother didn’t want me to continue as she thought that being able to write my own name and do some basic calculation was enough for my education. I was forced to go back to my old job of cutting and selling firewood every day, but I missed school and didn’t want to give up. My trick was that I would say to my mother that I only collected 20 kilos of firewood, when I had actually collected 25 kilos. After selling them, I could save 5 kilos’ money myself to buy the books. My foster mother would guard me and not let me out at the beginning of the term, for fear that I would go to school again. After several days, everyone started school and had textbooks. She thought that I would no longer be able to start school as I had no books and no money to buy the books, and would then let me out. Once I was out, I would go straight to the school and buy the books! When she saw my books, she would relent as it would make her heart ache to see the waste of money. This kind of scenario lasted for one year and half, before she stopped me resolutely. The cost of second year of junior secondary school was seven yuan (equivalent of 70 pence in 2011). I can still remember it so clearly. (Linyan, migrant worker).

During Linyan’s primary school, she once came top in a maths exam at the county level, in which thousands of students competed. During her interview, Linyan has kept repeating one train of thought: ‘if I had been born and brought up in a different background, I would be very different now. I would have gone to university. I would have different job and different life’. Her account was echoed by Yufang’s sorrow, another migrant worker in Hangzhou.
I went to school at seven. I was the eldest. There was no delay in my schooling. My father said ‘if you want to study, we will let you study. If you can study further, we will support further.’ I did very well in primary and junior secondary school. I once won the first prize in an English competition, and was awarded with a corn-shaped pen, which I liked very much. When it was later stolen by somebody, I had a good cry about it. I liked school, singing and performing on stage. I was good at the abacus as well. When I entered senior secondary school, I had different teachers and classmates. I was happy to walk the five kilometres home chatting to my classmates on the way, and seeing my grandparents. I often didn’t see them for a week, so I felt close to them when back at home. These were happy memories. My parents didn’t discourage my studies becauseI was a girl, but they would not give me the chance to have another try [she started to cry]. I failed the university entrance exam the first time. One of my classmates failed twice, and had gone through three years’ revision before she was finally admitted into a university. Maybe the convention in the rural countryside was that girls rarely got a second chance, such as the opportunity to have a second go at the university entrance exam; and perhaps my parents were not that keen to invest in further education for a girl. If I had been a boy, they might have been different. They might have let me have a second try. As a girl, I was encouraged to make money to add extra income for the family. Because I was the oldest, I shouldered the most housework, such as carrying water and grain. In junior secondary school, when I was only about thirteen years old, I started to earn money for tilling land. My brother had a leg problem, so I took all the heavy work. My father would tread on one side of rice-threshing machine and I would tread on the other side. My brother did light work, such as putting out cattle to pasture. I took on the work of both male and female. (Yufang, migrant worker)
 
For Linyan and Yufang, lack of education was the single most important factor in the determination of the new social statuses of migrant workers today. Wilkinson and Pickett (2010), in discussing the connection between inequality and social problems, reflect this point too, ‘education is generally thought of as the main engine of social mobility in modern democracies – people with more education earn more and have higher social status’ (2010: 161). However, not all scholars think education is the only factor that decides people’s social standing. Heath (1981: 150) acknowledges that ‘people from deprived social origins are indeed handicapped, but they are not born to fail, for social origins are not the only, or even the most important, influences on an individual’s subsequent career’. Indeed, only three out of my twelve interviewees are originally from urban areas, and other factors have contributed to push them to where they are today. Education is nevertheless the main avenue.

Two of the three women cadres graduated with a diploma​[70]​ from college for professional training, not an undergraduate degree. A diploma in China is not widely admired; in fact, people would be reluctant to admit that they achieved a diploma because of its lower entrance threshold compared to the undergraduate degree. Although the two of them did not talk about their education with pride, they recognized that it was still the key to their social mobility; after graduation they both had the opportunity to be allocated a formal job in government departments or state-owned workplaces. Without their diploma, they could have only worked at the same ranking as that of a shop-assistant, which would have taken them much longer to reach the positions they occupy today. For the other groups of women, rich men’s wives for example, it was through the avenue of education too which lifted Wenqiu and Zhangna from their rural background to the urban environment. The same applies to the overseas woman, where education played an even bigger part. 

One third of my interviewees attended higher education when college or universities graduates were still in the league of elite. With the establishment of a market economic system, China’s higher education system also underwent a series of reforms. In the 1980s, only about 9% of male and 5% of female senior secondary school graduates continued to university. But since 1990, the overall recruitment of Chinese universities assumed a rising pace of momentum, and a series of reform measures were introduced, such as allowing the public to participate in school management, increasing enrolment and forcing students to look for their own jobs. In 1998, there were 6.43 million college and university students, with a gross rate of 9%. In 2004, the enrolment rose to 20 million, quadrupling in six years, with a gross admission rate of 19%. According to the international norm of college enrolment, a gross rate of school attendance below 15% indicated an elitist education stage, that of 15% a mass education stage and that over 50% a universal education stage (Liu J. 2006: 146). University students have gradually lost the sense of superiority that they enjoyed in the past. Liu Junyan (2006) thus defines this as a shift from ‘elitist education’ to ‘mass education’. The 60s generation of women who had the opportunities to enter the high education were still luckily confined to the elitist education domain; consequently, their life chances were considerably better than those without. 

Moreover, it was through academic ability that women began to see themselves as equal to men, gaining the all-important self-respect. The Chinese cultural emphasis on education has noted that learning is a virtue to acquire, not a task to complete (Li 2004). Chenying’s realization, ‘I can’t do other things but I can study well and understand things’ held her together when she was ill-treated by the neighbors’ boys.

I was the first student in our neighbourhood who was admitted to the key senior secondary school, Xiaoshan Secondary School, and later on, to a university. The second was my sister. The third was 6 years later. (Chenying, cadre)





Political-ideological education has always been an important component of the Chinese Communist system. Its goal was to teach the youth patriotic, collectivist and Communist ethics and outlook, and to train generations of revolutionary successors. Political-ideological education has also performed the function of youth socialization and social mobilization since the establishment of PRC in 1949; in doing so, the Party enabled the youth to break free from the old tradition and be re-moulded as a rustless screw in the machine of the Chinese revolution (in the words of model citizen Lei Feng) (see Cheng 2009). Whilst the political-ideological education was part of the 50 generation’s (and later the 70s generation) curriculum, it was one of the main subjects for the 60s generation in their 5-3-2 structure of the ten year curriculum.​[71]​ From the third year of primary school up until the fourth year of undergraduate study, political-ideological study – named as Politics – has been a never-ending learning journey for the 60s generation. The ideological education consisted mainly of political reports – speeches given by the Party’s ideological cadres, revolutionary models – the development of a few exemplars such as Lei Feng,​[72]​ and feverish revolutionary songs which were performed in every public gathering and class test.​[73]​ In Vivian Wagers’s research about revolutionary red songs, he quotes a People’s Daily article where a factory worker says that: 

The more one sings revolutionary songs, the redder becomes one’s heart; singing makes the whole body burst with energy! When singing about advancing, we learn to advance; when singing about heroes, we learn to be heroes; with long strides we advance on the road of revolutionizing. (Wager 2006: 17)                                

The prominent aesthetic features of these songs, as Wager discovers, are the excessive use of superlatives and grandiose metaphor:

This aesthetic moves toward the highest heights, strives for eternity; its scene of action is the battlefield. It appreciates all that is lofty, vigorous, uncompromising; everything rushing upward and forward…High-rising mountains, waves, the sea; impressive phenomena like thunderstorms or wild fires; ‘boundless seas of banners’ and mass rallies (‘Ten thousand people in ecstasies, like an ocean’) serve as appropriate background to endow the songs with the desired force. ‘Great’ (weida), ‘strong’ (qiang), and ‘impressive’ or ‘majestic’ (pangbo) were favourite attributes. (Wager 2006: 19) 

Wager also discovers another characteristic in these revolutionary songs: simplification and polarization of emotions – there are but two highly purified emotions: love and hate. The ‘boundless ardent love’ (无限热爱wuxian reai) is deemed only for Chairman Mao; and hatred for anyone who is against him. Songs as a political device were regarded and employed as a weapon in fighting against monsters and demons during Mao’s era, but their social and emotional significance should not be underestimated. Although these songs were not invented for the 60s generation – rather, they were inherited by the 60s generation – they reached at fever pitch during the 60s generation’s formative years. If the revolutionary rhetoric was easy to forget, given the changes of times and spaces, these lyrics and tunes would be more difficult to get rid of. Moreover, the 60s generation learnt revolutionary songs from their parents, siblings, and radios even before their formal education, and these songs became lullabies that would be linger across their whole life course.​[74]​

Teachers, parents and the Party eagerly anticipated the results of the political-ideological education in the 60s generation, which was epitomised in the annual election of ‘Three Good Students’ (三好学生sanhao xuesheng). My interviewees admitted that pursuing the honours of the ‘Three Goods’ from a tender age prevented them from completely being themselves. They had to bear the burden of being good. 

The most nervous time during my primary school years was always the Three Good Students’ election time before the summer holiday. The candidates would have to be nominated by the classmates and their names written in chalk on the blackboard. I can still remember how my head would be lowered and my ears stood up during the nomination. The candidates will be voted by the number of hands. If more than half of your classmates voted for you, the teacher would take your name to the headmaster. The last meeting before the summer holiday was called the commendation meeting, where the whole school would be gathered and the Three Good students would be called to go up to the stage to accept the award certificate. (Yuanlian, overseas woman)

The Three Good in our time leant more towards Good Morals than Good Study and Good Health. One boy in my primary school class, who had a year-long running nose, would arrive at school at 6am every morning to clean the classroom desks and windows before everyone arrived. His home was at least half-an-hour walk from the school; he would have to leave home before 5:30am. For a boy less than ten years old to do this on a daily basis, that was hard work. I did some stupid things too, such as using my bare hands to pick up pig manure in order to show my classmates that I was not a Miss Petty Bourgeoisie and willing to do anything for the collective. I collected the pig manure with my hands every Saturday afternoon for two years. (Lili, rich man’s wife)  

For the 60s generation, they had two mothers that need to attend to: the motherland of the country as well as their own mothers. In circumstances when they have to choose between these two, the country has to come first. Readiness to sacrifice individual interest for collective benefit was the cardinal discipline, and readiness to serve their country was the ultimate command. Hexie, who has received the highest level of education, but works as a cashier in a supermarket after redundancy, contemplated the content of the education that the 60s generation has received and its impact on their life choices:

When we were in school, we were taught that as girls we should aspire to become Mrs. Marie Curie, who discovered the element radium and who won the Nobel Prize. We were given the impression that we had to study science subjects such as Maths, Physics, and Chemistry in order to serve the country and have a good life. If we worked hard enough, we could one day become Mrs. Curie, and win the Nobel Prize. This thought is still with me. It is very idealistic, not realistic. (Hexie, overseas woman)

Out of my twelve interviewees, only Hexie questioned the content of Chinese education. Having experienced both Chinese and Western education systems, she has the platform to compare. Jinjun, whose first job was a political tutor in a university, still approves of political-ideological education as a necessity. 

After 1989, the government policy was to strengthen the political and ideological education of the undergraduates. The 1989 cohort of graduates would not be placed into important positions.​[75]​ They needed a special political tutor, every department needed a tutor. I became the political tutor…You know, every March in China there is an activity called Learn from Lei Feng. My supervisor told me no matter how small thing is, if you can persevere, you will succeed. I inherited one activity from my supervisor, which was to ask students to look after lonely elderly people. We set up three spots; the one near our university was the most effective one. The family included one elderly mother in her eighties, and one disabled son who was in his thirties, as well as a married daughter. People would look down on this family, but since our visits every week, the neighbours changed their attitude to them completely. They wondered why the university students were interested in them. Every week there would be six or seven students going there to help with household chores such as cleaning. After a few weeks, our students couldn’t find anything to do, as the old lady would have cleaned everything and worn clean clothes to wait for us to arrive, and the neighbours would also be waiting outside as they wanted to see whether our acts were genuine and whehter we would continue. Every time we went there, we would hold up a banner which said Youth Volunteer, along with our department name, hiring several bicycles to do so. We felt that propaganda should be put into place thoroughly, fanning out from one spot to whole area. This kind of activity was not for show. Rather, it was to train students’ organization skill and cooperative skills, as well as their wholesome skills. (Jinjun, overseas woman)

It seems Lei Feng’s altruism is still applauded as a valid ideological tool by some of the 60s generation. However, in truth, when the Open Policy started in the late 1970s and1980s, ideas and concepts accompanying the commodity economy rapidly infiltrated the realms of established values and moralities. Ideological education and altruism was at odds with the dominant image of self and success at the time and had lost its effectiveness. In the 1980s, political education was openly denounced as ‘empty sermonizing’, ‘rude suppression of human feelings’, ‘dry as dust’, ‘false, bragging, and hollow words’ and so on (Luo 1995: 547). Liu Junyan’s (2006) survey shows that for the 70s and 80s generation ‘useful technical knowledge is the most interesting and most wanted knowledge’, and they differ distinctively from the last several generations of youth who were ‘infatuated with theory, literature and politics’ (2006: 150). From this aspect, it can be said that political-ideological education has not only defined the 60s generation’s education in their formative years, but also served as the benchmark in their social development as individuals. This impact of their early exposure to this heavy engagement will not only move in and out of focus in their life according to which aspect of life course they are attending to, but will also remain there.

The Rise of Individual and the 1989 Protests

Yan Yunxiang devoted his research to the rising of individuality in China (Yan 2003, 2009, 2010a, 2010b), arguing that China’s individualisation began in the Mao era, contrary to the usual view which states that market reform was the only trigger. He acknowledges that Maoist China at the surface level was a highly developed collectivist society where the individual had mostly lost his/her freedom and autonomy as he/she could not even choose where to work or to reside; but at a deeper level, the Chinese individual was also disembedded from the traditional network of family, kinship, community and the constraints of the traditional values and behavioural norms. The individual was called upon to participate in party-state-sponsored political, economic, and social campaigns in public life and to reinvent herself/himself as a citizen of the nation-state instead of merely as a member of the family. He therefore claims that ‘it is plausible to argue that a certain form of individualization occurred in China under radical Maoist socialism’ (Yan 2010b: 493). However, Yan maintains that this individuality was still a partial and collective type of individualisation, and it was only post-Mao China which saw the individuality first emerge as a reflexive correction to radical Maoist socialism. In the late 1970s and1980s, following the market economy and privatization of labour, Chinese society witnessed the end of the party-state monopoly over resource allocations and life chances, enabling individuals from all walks of life to seek alternatives outside the existing constraints of social groups or state-sponsored institutions. Yet although the market played a decisive role as the invisible hand to promote mobility, the Chinese party-state was equally important as the visible hand to stimulate economic growth and maintain social order. ‘In the end, it was the combined power of the market and the party-state that shaped the patterns of mobility and disembedment of Chinese individuals’ (Yan 2010b: 497). Only by the turn of the new century has China developed into a twofold social transformation – namely, the rise of the individual on the one hand and the individualization of the social structure on the other. In addition to Yan’s point, Beck and Beck-Gernsheim made a sharp observation about the relation between the individual and the state in post-Mao China, and maintain that: 

Individualization is possible, indeed is welcome and is even being enforced, in order to ensure the dream rates of growth with which the Chinese economy is storming the global markets. However, this process of liberation is supposed to remain within clear limits. In particular, it is supposed to be confined to the sphere of economic activities and private lifestyle. Should these developments lead to calls for participation and democracy, they will be prohibited, if possible preventively, through rigorous state controls and corresponding demarcations between the private and public spheres. (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 2010: xix)  

The 60s generation’ youth was at front of individualization in post Mao China, but their scope was limited and state-sanctioned, in which individuals could be condemned to take their own initiatives. The 1989 Tiananmen Square protests proved to be a clear case in point. Luo Xu (1995) discusses the changes in the mentality of Chinese youth prior to 1989. He believes that first, the market reforms engendered different and pluralistic economic institutions and interests, which in turn led people to take on diverse outlooks and values. The complex social reality produced more ‘sophisticated’ youths who would no longer blindly adore and imitate the officially-endorsed models without question. Secondly, the policy of ‘opening to the world’ brought into China the tremendous influence of Western culture, which provided alternative social and political theories and ideas for the Chinese youth, who were becoming more and more sceptical of the orthodox Communist ideology. The West entered China with its mature political system, democracy, human rights, advanced technology and management, and abundant funds; which seemed to be in direct contrast to what the Chinese youth had been told all along.​[76]​ Yuanlian recalls that: 

The first language lesson in my first year of primary school was ‘we should never forget Chairman Mao now that we’ve stood up’. I can still remember the words: ‘When my grandfather was seven years old, he had to beg for food on the streets; when my father was seven years old, he had to flee from famine; I am seven years old this year, but I happily go to school. We should never forget Chairman Mao now that we’ve stood up; we should never forget the Communist party now that we are in the lap of happiness’. We were also often told by our teachers that ‘two-thirds of people in the world are oppressed and living in misery. In capitalist countries, children are always hungry and cold. You have such a happy life, having been born in the new society and growing up under the red flag’. (Yuanlian, overseas woman) 

Coming out from their curtained childhood, the 60s youth became disillusioned and lost in 1980s, the consequence of which was that the West became an object of admiration, dreamt of as Utopia. 17th century European intellectual circles had regarded China then as a perfect society compared to the chaotic and ruthless Europe. They pointed out all their own faults and criticised themselves (Greengrass et al. 1994). In the 80s, the same thing happened in China, as youths decided that the Western society was perfect. An abstract and idealised hallucination of the West occurred. From the existing government to the people’s attitude to cultural tradition, everything became a reason for China’s backwardness. Advanced versus backward, modern versus tradition, West versus China. It seemed as if everything was dichotomized into good and bad, echoing the polarization of emotions in the red songs. Keith Forster observed the political atmosphere in Hangzhou in 1988, one year before the 1989 protest:

It had already become clear to me during my 1988 stay in Hangzhou, and visits to Shanghai and Wenzhou, that China was facing a crisis with a potential for social and political upheaval of great dimensions. The lack of faith, trust and confidence in the Party leadership by people of all ages and occupations would have alarmed the authorities of any regime….Individualism had appeared in an extreme form, particularly among the youth, as a reaction to its almost total suppression in the past. Materialism was rampant, as was worship of the West in proportion to ignorance about life in Western capitalist democracies…A generation gap was fracturing an already polarized community. (Forster 1990: 98-99)

What Forster overlooked was the firm control of the Party at that time. The market economy opened up the 1980s youth to a brave new world, liberating them from previous strict control of life choices from the state, but the party-state at that stage was not ready to totally let go of the individualisation process. Thus the conflict between the public and party-state intensified, particularly between the youth and party-state. To provide reasons as to why the 50s generation of youths became the key force of the Cultural Revolution, Thomas Gold (1991) contends that:

Memoirs and interviews confirm that they initially perceived the Cultural Revolution as another test of their suitability as revolutionary successors. It made sense within the context of the education and political socialization they received. Too young to have participated in the war of liberation or proved themselves in the other campaigns since 1949, to them the Cultural Revolution at last offered a chance to plunge into a political battle and demonstrate their commitment to the Party and its cause. (Gold 1991: 602)  
The fact that all of the 1989 Tiananmen student protest leaders​[77]​ were from the 60s generation is not to be ignored. Wang Feiren (2008), one of the 60s generation, noted that:

Our generation has rolled collective realization and individual realization into one contradictory body. This reflected that we not only have the indelible idealistic complex which was developed in our childhood, but also have the Western liberal ideas which we accepted in our youth. Coupled those with adolescent impulses, some of us thus became radicals and exploded in the late 1980s, but in the face of reality they soon quietened. (Wang 2008: 15)​[78]​ 

The1989 protest was still a political taboo in China, so Wang had to indirectly state the obvious. If the 50s generation’s devotion to the Cultural Revolution was to prove themselves as revolutionary successors following their political education and socialization, the involvement of 60s generation youths with the 1989 protests was much more complex. The political-ideological education which fed the 50s generation had fed the 60s generation too, teaching them to sacrifice for the sake of the country when necessary, and also injecting them with revolutionary fervour which would simmer together with their passion of youth. The rise of individualism from market reforms played an equally important part. The 50s generation had basically listened to and did what they were told, as the Cultural Revolution was initially promoted by Mao; but the 1989 protest was mainly initiated by the 60s generation youths themselves. This is the key difference between the Cultural Revolution and 1989 protests, and between the 50s and 60s generations. Although the disappointment with the party-state was felt by people of all ages and occupations at the time, it was the 60s generation who led the demonstration to Tiananmen Square to demand political reform and freedom of press. It was their time and their chance to show the world that they could be the country’s successors too, albeit revolution was an unfashionable word in that economic environment. Chai Ling 柴玲, the only female leader in the protests and born in 1966, said in the documentary The Gate of Heavenly Peace​[79]​ on 28th May 1989, several days before the 4th June, ‘What we are expecting is blood, dripping blood’, ‘only when the blood becomes a river in the Tiananmen square can people in the whole of China sharpen their vigilance’. Her disappointment in the Communist party-state and her subsequent extreme declaration to break the party-state mould for a democratic society represented the pivotal frontier of the 60s generation youth who were lucky enough to be in universities or the more developed parts of China in the 1980s. Hexie and Yuanlian both attended the protests in Beijing. They both heard the gun shots and saw blood being drawn with their own eyes. 

I graduated in 1983 and was allocated a job in Beijing. After three years, in 1986, I went onto begin my postgraduate study in Moleculular Physics in the National Defence Society University in Hunan Province. I returned to Beijing on 3rd of April 1989. The protests were going stronger as the days went by, and I went to Tiananmen Square everyday. In the afternoon of 3rd of June, I heard people shouting, ‘the police have opened their guns’, and suddenly everyone was running, running for their lives. I lost my shoes, and ran barefoot. (Hexie, overseas woman)  

Yuanlian was on a business trip in Beijing and joined protest at random. 

I was in Wangfujin [a high street in Beijing] and heard the deafening noise of a marching parade; people were waving flags and raising their arms, shouting slogans and unanimously singing a revolutionary song. I was shocked by their earthshaking heroism and couldn’t resist the tune of the song of which I was so familiar but hadn’t sung for so long. I joined the parade; people were unsurprised by my actions and my arms were immediately links by theirs. Within seconds, I was one of them. (Yunalian, overseas woman) 

The demonstrations did not only occur in Beijing, but also in many other large cities in China, where local activists mobilised support, both financial and moral, for the students in Beijing. Zhangna and Wenqiu participated in demonstrations in Hangzhou. 

I had to go to join the parade. I felt as if I had been called. Despite the problems within the society at that time, I wanted to exert what little strength I had. There was something about the parade itself which was very exciting. Everyone in the parade sang the same song; the power of the song was so uplifting, it seemed to reach the sky. We all marched together. It seemed as if all the confusions of that time could be banished by joining the parade, singing songs and marching. (Zhangna, rich man’s wife)

I did not ask about the 1989 protests in the interviews; the subject arose spontaneously when I asked them to tell me about important events in their youth. As it is still officially regarded as an anti-government movement, the women cadres group was less likely to mention the topic.​[80]​ Only Chenying slipped a few comments:

In my second year of university, it was 1989. My classmates all went to streets, I didn’t go. I don’t think I understood why it had happened and which direction it would go. I don’t do things I don’t understand. I am very rational – sometimes too rational, too perceptual. I have been rational all my life. I have never done any impressively outrageous things. (Chenying, cadre)

From the above accounts, especially Yunalian and Zhangna’s, it seems that the revolutionary fervour of which the 60s generation had cultivated through their childhood, had indeed never left them far behind. Under the right circumstances, these ideas and songs would resurface again, and they would feel elevated by the action of parade or singing the songs alone, although in a deeper level, their willingness to contribute their personal strength to solve the problems of the time was stronger than a simple showcasing of red songs. The 1989 parade would not have occurred without the open policy and the rise of individual, but the subsequent crackdown reflected the control of the party-state was still firm at that time. The 60s generation youth thus lived under double surveillances of both the market and party-state, and incidentally this made the 1989 protest their label of identity. When contemplating the possibility of another 1989, Hexie shook her head firmly:

I honestly think that there will never be another 1989 in China again, at least not to this scale, and not with youths as leaders. We had been injected with much of the old school of Communist orthodoxy, and it was crushed by Western ideas overnight. The reason that we made that demonstration was to show our concern and care for the country. We thought that, by parading the streets and shouting, we could wake up the party-state and people to build up a better country. We are not totally individualistic, and we are not that selfish after all. We were like the last crusade. I don't think any of the later generations will do anything like that, to sacrifice their blood for a cause. (Hexie, overseas woman) 

Hexie’s view is reflected in scholarly findings. Liu Junyan (2006) has noted the changes in value orientations and political attitudes in the 70s and 80s generation of youth, and he points out that one of the changes is the shift from seeking the ideal to stressing real benefits. Young people are no longer full of illusions of ideals; they prefer to do something more practical. Besides, they no longer regard ‘realising Communism’ as their only ultimate goal, and instead place more emphasis on the accomplishment of ideas and goals that are more closely related to their own interests. 

They [the 70s and 80s generation youth] respect and comply with interests of the country, but not at the cost of their own interests. They would like to offer help and service to the society and other people. But also stress whether they can obtain benefits from it; they long for the future, but with first consideration of the display of their own value from it. (Liu J. 2006: 147)  

The 1989 demonstration evidently took place in the urban areas, or specifically, in the larger cities, and so the migrant worker were oblivious to this event. They are also slow to come to the terms with the idea of the individual in general. When Hansen and Pang (2010) carried out their interviews between 2004 and 2006 with 100 young people between the age of 16 and 28 in the rural areas – the 70s and 80s generation, they were surprised to find that the majority of these interviewees tended to take individual responsibility for both failure and success in work as well as education. Some emphasized how the decision to quit school was entirely their own, and others blamed themselves for not having worked hard enough to make it possible to continue through the educational system. In either case, the main responsibility was first and foremost attached to the individual rather than to other legitimate external factors, although some of them did mention the poor economic situations of their families. This has a stark contrast with Linyan and Yufang’s accounts, which seemed to place the cause of their unsatisfactory education entirely upon external factors. Hansen and Pang believe that this act of taking responsibility for their own actions is a sure sign of individualisation in China as ‘in highly individualized societies people increasingly come to regard failure and success, setback or progress, as individually determined, rather than as results of structures or situations beyond their own control’ (Hansen and Pang 2010: 60). In this light, Linyan and Yufang’s account demonstrated that the 60s generation’ individualisation process, at least for women from rural areas and less developed regions, was still under construction.  

Memory and the Cultural Revolution

Most of my interviewees say that they cannot remember the Cultural Revolution clearly because its peak had been from 1966 to 1969, when the 60s generation had only been one to nine years of age. Chenying can only remember that:

I was less than four year old. I can only remember the things that happened after I became four, so my memories of it are blurred. There were big crowds parading. My parents were very busy. My sister is four and half years younger than me, so at that time she still hadn’t been born. I was locked at home but I could see that there were many people on the streets, like the May Fourth movement. People were shouting slogans. (Chenying, cadre)
   
Yuanlian remembers being a spectator of a parade:

One of my grandparents was holding me – I can’t remember exactly who – it could have been my grandfather or my grandmother. They pointed to a scarecrow in the parade and told me, ‘that is your dad’. A big wooden board with black writing hung from the neck of the scarecrow. When I heard that, I cried out loud. When I grew older, my mother told me that my dad had escaped to the countryside to avoid a beating from the opposite party. He hid there for over a year. The peasant who looked after him during that time became a family friend. (Yuanglian, overseas woman)

The peak of the Cultural Revolution had occurred when the 60s generation had been so young, and therefore their views of this political movement depended mainly upon their family’s experiences rather than their own. Hexie gave the following account:

In truth, our generation didn’t go through the Cultural Revolution; our impression was only through the eyes of our parents. My mum is a southerner; her Putonghua carries a heavy Zhejiang accent. I learnt later that students would often pick on her because of her accent. When my father was away in Qingdao, she was very nervous when she read out the student names. Once my mum read Mao Zedong and Liu Shaoqi’s name incorrectly, which was a big political issue. The next day a poster was out. Students had written her name upside down with a red cross on it. It was scary. My maternal grandfather was a small capitalist. He liked calligraphy and painting, and he had a traditional brush shop. He employed workers to make brushes. He was a progressive person who treated workers well. He also collected many antiques. My mum took us there every year. During the Cultural Revolution, all his paintings and calligraphy were sold, destroyed or burnt, and so were stamps. His house was big, but during the Cultural Revolution it was shared by many people. They would hang up posters and caricatures of him. He was extremely upset by these, and passed away unexpectedly. My cousins escaped to other places. I remember that there were even rifles stacked on the roof. I heard gunshots once, but I didn’t see anyone being shot down. I don’t think the Cultural Revolution has any benefit to us. My mum had even arranged for me to go to the countryside in my junior middle school years. There was a policy then: if you go early, you can come back early. Just before I left, the university admission exam reopened. (Hexie, overseas woman) 

Zhangna has a bleak story from her neighbours about her mother during the Cultural Revolution:

My neighbour told me that my mum’s daily dish was soy sauce diluted with water. My mum never liked vegetables when she was alive. Stomach acid would come up whenever she heard the words ‘sweet potato’ or ‘pumpkin’ because she had had them too often and too much. There was nothing else to eat at that time. (Zhangna, rich man’s wife)

Lili, however, talks about the Cultural Revolution with a smile, which is not common among my interviewees. Her father was the then Party secretary in the villiage committee, the centre of local power:

My father always sat on the stage. I didn’t know things, but I found it interesting. There were a lot of meetings and gatherings. I never saw anything serious. Maybe my parents didn’t want us to see. I never saw people criticised or denounced in public. Maybe I was ignorant. When later on I saw things about the Cultural Revolution, I couldn’t even match dates to the events that had happened. In our villages, however, there were people labelled as rich peasants and rightists. One intellectual came back to our village as the result of the anti-rightist movement. He and his family were mysterious to us. People would joke about him as he said if you cut the firewood, you needed to chop it at a 45 degree angle. I later tested his theory and found that it is a best angle to cut the firewood, but people laughed at his pedantry all the time. His wife was a landlord’s daughter. They had no close relations with the local people. Their lifestyle was different. Everytime I passed by their house, I would feel curious, wanting to take a peek through the holes of the door to see what was going on inside. Sometime he would come to our house. Thinking back now, he came because he needed to report things to my father. (Lili, rich man’s wife)

Wenxiu, who was born in 1962, was relatively old during the Cultural Revolution. She remembers that:

I lived in rural area, in a place relatively out of the way. I remember people being criticised on the stage. In the evenings, I would go to the village, taking young kids to shout out slogans and sing revolutionary songs. We had to study three articles in the Red Book. I didn’t understand why they criticised those people on the stage. Were they all bad people? However, it did not affect our family. They locked my paternal grandmother in once, accusing her of ‘hiding the gun’ because she had joined the National Party before the liberation. I hated how they treated her then, but there has been no lasting hurt in my heart. (Wenqiu, rich man’s wife)

The migrant group all admitted that because they were poor and lived far from the hotspots of political events, the Cultural Revolution did not bother them.

The Cultural Revolution came to our village quite late. If you grew extra vegetables and took them to the market, it would be confiscated. It made no big difference to the poor. It only hit the rich. I don’t feel anything in particular towards the Cultural Revolution, maybe because I was living in a village. (Linyan, migrant worker)

There are no lasting impressions. My parents were not rich peasants, they were poor. They didn’t suffer. (Yufang, migrant worker)





In this chapter, I set out to explore the childhood and adolescent years of 60s generation women. I observed that the absence of parents was different from separation as there was a strong care network which did not inflict much psychological damage to my interviewees; and contrary to general belief, this experience has instead instilled within them a strong sense of independence. In the absence of parents, they had to organise their own leisure themselves, contributing to the development of self and offering unique conditions for self-actualisation (Kivel 1998). The 60s generation were born at the pinnacle of Mao’s ideological dominance, where the equality of men and women was in the daily vocabulary. They thus developed a strong sense that women could do anything men could do, and most of them had positive experiences of being a girl. Mothers were the biggest influence towards their cultivation of gender subjectivity.









the adult years – family life


Marriage and family play a pivotal role in Chinese women’s lives. As Ebrey puts, ‘Chinese women’s history is related to the history of the family, how women lived their lives was shaped by elements of family and marriage practice (2003: 7). In this chapter, I separate my discussion of the family into three themes: marriage, children and looking after the elderly. The 60s generation is now middle aged, with both the elderly and the younger generation to care for, and most of them are married and therefore also have to pay attension to their relationships with their husbands. As China’s policy towards marriage evolves and the society moves with the market, how has Chinese family culture changed? What does the 60s generation think of having children? How have social changes affected elderly care? What is the attitude of these women towards the elderly, especially the old rival of mother-in-law?





Elizabeth Croll noticed the rise of romantic love in early 1990s China: there were more than 500 magazines focusing on romance, love, dating and marriage, and women were constantly talking about ‘getting carried away’, ‘giving up everything for someone’ or losing something of themselves ‘as a kind of surrender’, and ‘the risk of losing one’s identity by being entirely preoccupied with another’. Croll quotes a 28-year-old woman to illustrate the intensity of this emotion, ‘You put everything into it, so that the other person becomes your life’ (Croll 1995: 160-161). This, for Croll, summed up the feelings of her interviewee’s gender and age cohort. Croll’s book was published in 1995, the then 28-year-old, by reasoning, was born in the mid-1960s – she was one of the 60s generation. Croll, however, did not explain why romantic love was predominated in the early 1990s. There were many possible reasons for this:

First, romantic love was in parallel with the trajectory of China’s state policy on marriage and social events. When the 1950 Marriage Law advocated the principle of free choice of partners for both men and women, romantic love, along with sex and sexuality, began to be discussed in the media; but during the Cultural Revolution, they became taboo. It was an era when gender equality in the name of the sameness was promoted while issues of sex and love were silenced by the discourse of revolution (Evans 1997). The multiple discourses on gender in the post-Mao era reached out to ‘construct appropriate natural selves for women’ which induced a positive interest in matters of love, sex, and marriage (Rofel 1999: 220). Romantic love has become a legitimate theme again (Zhang 2011). 

James Farrer suggests that the expression of romantic love depends on social structures, local practices, and cultural traditions:

In societies characterized by rigid and strategic family relations, romance is the only possible escape outside of marriage, as was more or less the case in medieval Europe and classical China. On the other hand, in a society characterized by atomistic market relations of mobility, competition, and individuality, the ‘couple’ becomes a refuge against the hostile world of strategic market relations, and romance is sought in courtship and marriage. Therefore, in a shift to a market society such as in reform-era China, we should expect the greater emphasis on the expression of romantic love in ordinary courtship relations. (Farrer 2002: 191-2)

Farrer links the rise of romantic love with rapid social change: the transitional market society is competitive and chaotic and people regard romantic love as an oasis or refuge. Meanwhile, the rise of individualism has pushed the prevalence of romantic love to the frontline as love is generally associated with individualism in terms of free choice of partners, but it is individualistic in a deeper sense. As Jackson (1993) points out, the exclusiveness of love ‘encourages us to think of individuals as unique beings who are somehow essentially “ourselves” independent of the social milieu within which our selves have been forged’ (Jackson 1993: 210). Yan Yunxiang further suggests that romantic love was only a precursor to sexual love, an essential part of Chinese youths’ individualisation and their claim to freedom and happiness. 

The search for romantic love and freedom of marriage in the late 1970s led to the liberation of the marriage law in the 1980s and 1990s, the gradual opening-up of sexual education in schools, the increasing awareness of sexual rights, and tolerance towards different sexual orientations and behaviour patterns. In the 1990s, sexual love gradually replaced romantic love among Chinese youth to express their longing for more sexual freedom…By the turn of the twenty-first century, lust or pure sexual desire could be openly celebrated in the media. (Yan 2010b: 503-4)  

The deluge of information from the media might also have helped the cultivation of new unrealistic beliefs about love. The market society opened many avenues that were not previously available; in their youth, in the 1980s, the 60s generation were exposed to Western romadrama, Russia novels, Japanese manga, Taiwan teen romances, Singaporean and Korean soaps, Mexican telenovelas, and Hong Kong pop songs, all of which were saturated with romantic love. In addition, popular and intellectual discussions heralded sexuality as a realm of freedom from the state, while the market economy began to commodify a multitude of desires (Rofel 1999). Media products provided a grammar of romantic love. Segrin and Nabi find that the link between the media’s representation of love and the unrealistic expectation of love and marriage in real life is unmistakable:

In portraying idealized images of marriage, the media may be cultivating unrealistic beliefs about what marriage should be. By ‘idealized images of marriage’ we mean portrayals that include, for example, a great deal of romance, physical intimacy, passion, celebration, happiness, ‘love at first sight’, physical beauty, empathy, and open communication. At the same time, media portrayals that exclude or minimize conflict and mundane marital behaviours and interaction could also contribute to idealized views of marriage. (Segrin and Nabi 2002: 249) 

For the 60s generation youth, it would have been hard to ignore the romantic imagary in the media as they were at the ripe age for love; at the same time, the absence of salient models of love relationships – their mothers were submersed in the Mao’s revolutionary era – may have made them more vulnerable to media representation of love. The dangerously lost to love scenario in Croll’s study is reflected in the testimony of some of my interviewees too. Zhangna’s husband, who had graduated from a fine arts University in Zhejiang province and worked there, hoped to find a wife in his hometown in Hebei province. Zhangna, a school teacher then, was introduced. The first time she saw her husband, she was not impressed. He was geeky and quite short, which did not fit her romantic image, but his conditions and status were satisfactory. She agreed to a letter exchange after he returned to his workplace. Gradually and unexpectedly, her husband’s love letters convinced her, and she became so attached that if his letters arrived late, she would become restless.

I would cry and cry and cry. When I received his letters, I would cry; when I didn’t receive his letters, I would cry more. The thought of him also made me cry. I knew he loved me, so why did I cry so much? It was because we were not together. (Zhangna, rich man’s wife)

Zhangna’s tears could be interpreted as a typical act of a young woman in love, but contextualising them within China’s transition time, they revealed the 60s generation’s insecurity in a fast changing world, where no one knew exactly what the next step would be and where women were disadvantaged in the economic market. Separation became a trigger in her quest for love as only with her husband can she get hold of something for certain. Love for her was not only a badge of identity, but also a supporting stick; hence, she craved it.

Love at first sight

Love at first sight is applauded as the ultimate romantic love by my interviewees, a notion rendering a close link with the traditional concept of ‘following someone to the end’ (从一而终congyierzhong). Falling for someone at first sight and following him to the end of this world was widely romanticised in the Chinese culture. In that way, the woman’s body and mind would remain unpolluted and pure. Jinjun, the Hanban teacher, blushed with excitement when recalling that first sight. Her husband was her older sister’s classmate; they bumped into each other occasionally throughout their childhood and teens, but had not seen each other for several years before they met again. When her husband wanted to find an English teacher to help him to pass the English exam for a professional qualification, Jinjun, a college English teacher, was introduced. 

I came out of the gym with my students and did not expecting anyone to be waiting outside, but there he was, leaning on a bicycle, looking straight at me. He said to me, jokily, ‘Ha, our yellow-haired girl is all grown up!’ I felt my blood rush from my heart to my face. That was it. (Jinjun, overseas woman)

According to Carol Sanger (1995), in the West a car represents several layers of meanings: status, notably the brand, and the epitome of masculinity; the car has also been a place for courtship and sex (Sanger 1995). Moreover, a car in waiting preclaims that ‘I am going to take you away to somewhere wonderful’. The images in Hollywood films of a handsome man leaning on a car waiting for a woman were spread all over the media and made a deep impression on young women. In China in the 1980s, a private car was still a rare possession; hence a bicycle was the substitute for a car. That image of her man waiting for her using the prop of the masculine bicycle, together with the patriarchal tone with which he addressed her, struck Jinjun’s heart immediately. 

Yufang, the migrant worker, had a different account of ‘love at first sight’. She was introdueced to her husband by a mutual acquaintance. 

This was not the first time I had been introduced to a man. The first man had been quite impolite and rude, with a lot of bad habits such as smoking and gambling. After going out twice, I refused to meet him again. Xiao Wang was very different. He sat there, his face blushing. Such a beautiful face! I was actually the one who talked first. When I went out with him, I couldn’t believe my luck that I could be with such a handsome man! He understood all the customs. The first time he came to my home, he knew when and how to buy cigarettes for the elders. And he was romantic too. Once, half an hour after we had said good-bye as he was going home to work tomorrow, he came back again, to say good-bye again. After the second good-bye, my tears were rolling. (Yufang, migrant worker)





The criteria for the ideal spouse have been changing in accordance with wider social changes. Yan Yunxiang (2003) states that whilst the preferred spouse during the collective period of the 1960s and 1970s was a decent person (老实人laoshiren​[81]​) who had a good temper, was hard working, and respectful of the elderly and the leaders, laoshi老实 has gradually taken on a negative connotation in the post-reform era, and anyone who was labelled as laoshi was looked down on by ambitious young women. Logically his point is valid as the market economy demanded competitiveness and hence a strong and forceful character; being honest and well behaved might be losing its appeal. However, I found that this was not always the case. The 60s generation entered the marriage market entirely in the post-reform era, but my interviewees still regarded laoshi one of the personal attributes that led them to choose ‘the one’.

Paradoxically, the competitiveness of the market could be the very factor here. The consciousness of an uncertain world outside could have made them more determined for an oasis inside a domestic environment. Whilst laoshi may not offer them desirable material gain, it does provide security. The 60s generation of Chinese women rose from a socialist egalitarianism society, and were immediately thrown into a liberal competitive one. They sought laoshi as their mate of choice in the same sense with which they sought romantic love as their emotional refuge. 

Another distinctive feature of the ideal spouse is that they should be good-looking. I have to say that I was very surprised to hear so many of my interviewees marvelling about their spouse’s beauty. Langcainümao郎才女貌, which means the man has the talent, and the woman has the beauty, together with mendanghudui门当户对 (similar family status and background) have traditionally been regarded as the criteria for the best match. Beauty was the woman’s ticket to a better marriage, not the man’s. Yan Yunxiang (2003) has noticed the importance of physical appearance in the 1990s too: he finds that for young men beauty in the spouse choice is a top priority, whilst for young women it was less so; also male attractiveness depends to a great extent upon communication skills and emotional expressiveness. Yan’s findings are actually the traditional views, which place women in a waiting-to-be-chosen position. There is a reverse trend in the 60s generation of women, as quite a few of my interviewees praised their spouses’ appearance above anything else. Yufang praises her husband’s physical appearance at least five times throught our two hour interview. She uses the word haokan (好看literal meaning ‘nice to look at’).  

The first time I saw him was in his sister’s farm. He was really good-looking. I thought that such a handsome man will not want me. That was my first thought. His skin was very pale. When he came to our village, everyone screamed, ‘How come you have such a good-looking boyfriend! How did you meet? How can he settle on you?’ Maybe because I am an average-looking woman, I wanted to find someone good-looking. (Yufang, migrant worker) 

Women can be disappointed if their men are not good-looking, in which height was a very important determining factor. Zhangna’s criteria stated that her man had to be 1.75m or taller:

When I was in secondary school, I liked a boy who was very good-looking. When I worked in a normal school after graduation, I had a lot of pursuers, but I did not take fancy to any of them. My criteria were that he would have to be 1.75m tall, an unmoveable bar; and he had to have better qualifications than me. The boy I previously liked went to a normal university, and his family had proposed to me as well, but I was very rational about this. By that time I thought that he was not up to my standard. I had liked him for at least two years and now he had came! I refused him although my heart thumped in my chest. Another reason was that, because he was good-looks, many girls would come to him and express their love openly, yet he didn’t seem to refuse them immediately. I didn’t like that. If the suitor had scholarly merit without the required height, I would also refuse. One man had graduated from Nankai University (one of the top ten universities in the 80s in China), but was only 1.70m tall. I refused him too. (Zhangna, rich man’s wife)

Zhangna was in a deep dilemma when she met her husband for the first time. They had been exchanging letters for half a year, and she was attracted by the thoughtfulness of his letters. However, she almost withdrew after seeing him in person.

I worked in my husband’s county. My headmaster was his relative. I saw his painting of Lu Xun in the headmaster’s office. I liked the painting very much. ‘Can you ask him to draw a picture of Li Qingzhao for me’, I asked my headmaster? My husband painted Li Qingzhao for me, but we didn’t meet. My headmaster’s wife told him that I had high criteria for my ideal man: 1.75cm tall, BA degree, deep-minded [有深度youshendu]. She also showed him my photograph. He then wrote to me directly. After receiving about six letters from him, I wrote back a refusal letter with a soft tone, as I had heard that he was not tall, so from the beginning I had had no interest. However, when I read through his letters again and again, I found that his thoughts appealed to me. Now, thinking back, if I had met him before our exchange of the letters, there would have been no future between us. The half-year letter exchange had allowed us to learn about each other and the emotional connection had been established. However, the first time we met, I was extremely upset and didn’t sleep for a whole night. That was the first sleepless night I’d ever had in my life. I asked myself: ‘can I go on living with a man like him for my whole life?’ Truthfully, he is only 1.66m tall. (Zhangna, rich man’s wife)

Zhangna’s confession leads to the next criterion for an ideal spouse, which she took more seriously than pure physical attraction: intelligence. All my interviewees agreed that intelligence was essential. After spending more time together talking to each other and through the stacks of letters exchanged, Zhangna finally overcame her husband’s appearance and accepted him. Even Yufang agreed that cleverness was important in her choice:

It is funny. I wasn’t interested in tile layering or bricklayering at all for my future husband when people introduced me. I only liked carpenters [i.e. a trade requiring higher intelligence]. To me, they seemed more skilful, clean and clever. When I was in a Hangzhou clothes factory, a man who was tall but not a carpenter would come to see me every evening to escort me home after my night shift. I don’t know why; I just didn’t fall for him. I didn’t have any feelings for him. (Yufang, migrant worker)

Lili confessed too that it was her husband’s maturity that had captured her:

I was only about 20 years old, but he had started his own hardware factory with people from his father’s generation. I admired him and respected him. (Lili, rich man’s wife)

In romantic convention love is indefinable, and outside rational discourse (Jackson 1993), but the dominating influence of economics induces a pervasive tendency to ‘rationalise’ all aspects of human behaviour (Elster 2004: 47). In other words, emotional behaviour is socially and culturally constructed. When love met practicality or when emotion met rationality, for the 60s generation of women it was always practicality and rationality that won. Fei Xiaotong discussed in 1947 that a preference for hypergamy had been the norm in Chinese society. The 60s generation of women is no exception. Men of high status and intelligence were still their top choice; yet what made this cohort unique was that, as well as caring about men’s status, they also started to appreciate the aesthetic value in men’s appearance, and were not afraid to declare it or admit losing sleep over it, an act previously only reserved for men. This act was a clear indication of the awakening of desire and individualism in post-Mao China. The search for good-looking men amongst my interviewees was not an isolates instance – some of Lisa Rofel’s informants who entered the Hangzhou silk factory in the 1980s, most of them 60s generation or younger, also declared that being ‘good looking that were worthy of people’s notice’ should be their first condition of love (1999: 222). 

This appreciation of outside appearances could have a deeper layer of interpretation if linked to character. Wegenstein and Ruck (2011) argue that ‘the power of the face’ was ‘the most symptomatic place for the soul to reveal itself and to be read’ as it ‘reveals a moral code that explains a human behaviour’(2011: 30). With this interpretation, it could be argued that the 60s generation’s appreciation of appearances is more than skin-deep. If we assess how ‘good-looking’ was expressed in Yufang’s case, it is evident that the good looks of her husband were presented together with his bashfulness and politeness – in her eyes, her husband’s good looks were a perfect reflection of internal and external harmony. Just like the security of the laoshi, the search for good looks could be a search for security and moral certainty. And this search continued in their sexual experiences.

Untainted love (chaste love) 

For these women, romantic love implied pure love – love not tainted by any pre-marital sexual relationships. This applied to their partners as well as   themselves. Hexie, although she had worked in China’s top research unit and was awarded a PhD in the UK, said that she could not forgive her first husband for having had a sexual relationship with another woman before her. 

He was a classmate of mine in the university. He pursued me relentlessly. At first I kept a distance. Then we became friends and later married. I had never been to his home before our wedding. So when I was there, I discovered for the first time that he had been engaged to a woman before me, and that they had slept together. I was furious, and felt totally betrayed. He was my first man, but I was not his first woman. (Hexie, overseas woman)

Yuanlian, a dependent of a scholar in the UK, was also strongly against love tainted by any sexual encounter. 

I was very friendly with one of my classmates after our graduation. We both worked in the same city. If it were not for one particular incident, we would have married. The incident was sparked by a letter I received one day out of blue. The letter was about twenty pages thick. I could not fully understand what it concerned upon the first reading, but immediately gained a sense that it had something to do with this classmate who I was close to. The letter was from his ex-girlfriend/fiancée. In the 1980s of rural China, you didn’t have the notion of ‘girlfriend’. If you went out with someone more than three times, that person would be called fiancée. His fiancée wrote about their courtship and their sexual relationship in graphic details. I was a virgin, and those details made me ashamed and extremely angry. Although I knew that they had split some time ago, I could not forgive him and could not even face him anymore. (Yuanlian, overseas woman)

Evidently from the above accounts, the 60s generation women had begun to challenge the double standard of chastity for women, but this awakening had been evolving with time. The ideology of sexuality in China leant heavily on principles of Confucian hierarchy and Taoist alchemy, but under the rhetoric of revolution, it had reached another level. Any personal affection and pleasure was supposed to be subordinated to the revolutionary purposes of creating a stable society. The energies of the young were channelled into hard work and political commitment, and any sexual involvement of the young and unmarried was strongly discouraged. One way of ensuring that young people did not experiment with sexual activity prior to marriage was to keep them in ignorance: whilst sex education texts warned of the physical and psychological perils of pre-marital indulgence, they stopped short of mechanical details. From 1950 to 1980, sex in China was officially covered, clothed, and ignored, especially if related to women (Evans 1997). Therefore the 60s generation of women grew up with the strong idea that ‘sex is bad’; platonic love was the high form of love, and sexual love was discounted as the low form. I remember the first time I went to a movie without my parents’ permission, for Tess in 1983.​[82]​ I was sixteen at the time. We had all learnt from magazines that the film contained forbidden content: there were kissing scenes. My best friend and I then plotted to skip the evening self-study session to see it.​[83]​ The risk of being found out was huge, and the possible repercussions were even bigger, because this was not a film that a well-behaved girl should watch and the university entrance exam was looming. Because of the various excuses we had to give, we were late for the film, but we had not missed the kiss scene. Tess held the strawberry near her mouth, and then it was the kiss. My heart was thumping as if I had been kissed by someone for the very first time. That was my primary education in romance and first sex lesson.

However, the reform has brought about changes in people’s views towards the sex taboo. Evans (2008) acknowledges that the sexual culture that had framed young people’s ideas about sex since the late 1980s bore little resemblance to that of their parents’ generation. James Farrer noted a quiet revolution in the discourse and practices surrounding women’s virginity. In the 1980s purity had simply been a euphemism for virginity; in the new millennium, what made a woman pure was not by her virginity, but rather by her pursuit of pure feeling as opposed to impure material conditions. Secondly, virginity itself is gendered. It was seen as a sign of a women’s value and a prized gift to her husband; the spectre of an unforgiving future husband remained an important character in the stories of young women growing up in the 1990s in Shanghai (Farrer 2002). What I would like to argue is that Farrer’s subjects were all from Shanghai, the frontier of China’s reform, a much more sexually open place than other parts of China. If women there were still holding a high moral ground of purity in their actions as well as in their purposes, it meant that women elsewhere were still more inclined to the former. In addition, I would like to add that virginity was not totally gendered, at least not for university-educated young women in the 1980s. Regarded as a rare property together with the gender equality education they received, these women gained an elevated feeling of equality with men: if men could claim a preference for a virginal woman, women could also demand untainted love. 

The 60s generation of women have not one-sidedly demanded the purity of love from their partners, but have called upon themselves to do the same. In Mao’s era, a woman who had had several sexual partners would be labelled ‘broken shoes’ (poxie 破鞋) – a pair of shoes that had been worn by too many men. It seemed that the fear of being linked with poxie still lingers on, as almost all of my interviewees claimed that they had only loved one man: their husband. Mingzhu, the woman cadre, met her husband when she was 28. ‘Have you liked or loved anyone before your husband?’ I asked. She gave me a firm no. ‘But surely you have liked someone before?’ I persisted. She hesitated, and then told me:

When I was at university, I was with a male classmate for three years. I don’t think that was real love. Everyone had a boyfriend, so I would have been the odd one if I didn’t. After I started work, I met another man and we stayed together for two years, but I don’t think that was real love either. (Mingzhu, cadre)

In the 1990s, university policies were still vigilant against students who formed couples on campus; there were even punishments for dating. Mingzhu was brave to date a classmate for three years, but for her, these three years did not count, nor did the two years with another man. Due to their void results, these five years of emotional investment did not hold the high moral ground of purity of purpose, thus did not count. Compared to the 60s generation, the younger generations, accompanied with social, economic and cultural influence, are much more open towards sex. The National Report on China’s Population and Development released in September 2004 pointed out that over the past 10 years, the physiological and psychological sexual maturity of Chinese youth and children has develped earlier and earlier; their attitudes towards sex were more open; sex morality became pluralistic; and the average age of first sex went down. In the same year, a survey of 15,000 college students on their sexual health revealed that 10.6% of the male students and 5.6% of the female students have had sex (Xi 2006: 88).

My interviewees’ accounts were made poignant by the fact that the interviews were taking place in 2008, when pre-marital sex was no longer an issue. However, their monogamous mentality was evidently consistent with the ‘socialist morality’ which had remained in the official discourse of women and marriage in the 1980s (Evens 1992: 147). Despite momentous changes in day-to-day practice and individual experiences of sexual and gender relations, these women still held what they believed in their youth about romantic love or sex; it was as if time had been frozen.

Love on one’s own initiative 

Since the 1950s Marriage Law, the ‘freedom to choose your own partner’ had been advocated as the official rhetoric for all women. However, it was not an easy step to take due to the stronghold of convention, and regional differences also made it difficult for some parts of China to implement the policy. I found that this policy was deeply rooted and practised without any reserve amongst my interviewees. Shuxian, the migrant woman with a portable kitchen, was proud to tell me: 

My husband has been working in the city since he was sixteen. He was not often seen in my neighbourhood; he only came back to his home once or twice a year during Chinese New Year or in the summer time. One summer he returned and came to see his friend who was my neighbour. We were sitting there eating sunflower seeds when he came around. He saw me and said, ‘Why haven’t I seen you before?’ We had a good laugh together that day. The next day, he came around again. The third day, he didn’t come. I felt a bit lost. When he came the following day, I was very pleased. What was more surprising was that he even asked me to the cinema. I said I couldn’t go with him without the company of a friend. So his friend, my friend, he and I went together – the four of us. During that week of his holiday, I saw him four times. He then went back to the city. We didn’t have mobile phones then, and my family didn’t have a telephone. Writing letters was not the type of thing that people like us would do. After about six months, he came home again for the Chinese New Year. He actually came to his friend’s house first before his own home. He wanted to ask his friend about me. We went out together nearly every day during that holiday, but it was always with other friends, never alone. He then went back to the city again. This time I didn’t want to wait another six months. I went to see him in the city after just a month. He proposed to my family during his next summer break, and we married in Chinese New Year. (Shuxian, migrant worker)

Wenqiu, who was from a rural family but had been university-educated, went even further. Her husband, Jianguo, had been her university classmate. He was the sport representative in her class. She felt herself falling in love with him. In her third year, one year before their graduation, she took the initiative: 

How did we start? To tell you frankly, I pursued him first. I wrote a note. It was in 1984. This may have been a soul response, an intuitive feeling that he liked me as well. I felt that because we were about to graduate soon, if I missed out on a good boy I might miss the chance of having him in my life. I wouldn’t be able to find him again. I wrote: 你愿与我同行吗 ( do you want to take the same journey with me)? It was a self-study evening session, and he was sitting behind me. I turned around and put the note inside his book…I had thought about this for a long time, but had been waiting for the right chance. I had been observing him since the beginning of my third year because we were not in the same class for the first and second year. But when us girls gossiped about boys, one of my classmates used to say that he was very good. I was curious about how good he is, and wanted to figure it out for myself. When I started the search for him, I even didn’t know what he looked like. (Wenqiu, rich man’s wife)

It had been a time when male and female students would not converse even if they met on the street, but Wenqiu demonstrated that love was no longer a waiting game. Likening love (or life) to journey, was a common metaphor in China as well as in the rest of world. Wenqiu’s brave act of asking a man to join her on a journey rather than passively wait for him to make the first move resembled Yufang’s account of talking to her man first. Linyan, one of the migrant workers, also made it clear that she was the one to choose. 

I first saw my husband at my aunt’s house. I was there helping to plant potatoes, and he came to help as well. After the first few rounds of planting, he paid me a compliment, ‘You are very capable’. I knew then that the reason he was there was because he had been introduced as a potential husband candidate. I felt that he had a good heart and was fine in appearance. I wanted to find someone who could look after my family, so I chose him. (Linyan, migrant worker)

Linyan’s love seems arranged at first glance, but it was not an arranged marriage in a traditional sense. That her husband was introduced to her did not directly lead to marriage. It was the equivalent of a blind date, introduced by a mutual friend; only the setting was in a farm field, not a candlelit dinner. She had the choice to accept or reject him, as was clear from the fact that she had refused several candidates previously. 

James Farrer observed that a central grammatical term in everyday Chinese romantic talk is the notion of ‘karmic destiny’ (缘yuan). ‘Yuan ascribed a transcendental or mystical quality to feelings and relationships. In a culture in which sexual motives are suspected, the most useful characteristic of the discourse of yuan is that the choices need not be explained because they are predestined’ (Farrer 2002: 197). However, what I noticed in my interviewees’ accounts was not only the lack of the usage of the word yuanfen (缘分destiny), but also that feeling of predestined love. Yuan is a concept deeply rooted in Chinese literary and philosophical tradition, but the 1960s generation were brought up in the heat of revolutionary fervour, where words like yuan or yuanfen were labelled as feudal and backward, and were eliminated from their daily language. So although the market reform somehow brought back old words and traditions, and yuanfen has since re-entered daily conversation, my interviewees seem to have removed this concept from their vocabulary and practice altogether. 

Summary of romantic love

The argument would be partial if I insisted that all love for the 60s generation were romantic love because there are many facets to love. Farrer points out that in China’s new market society, the dual discourse of material and romantic motives was widely employed, which serves as a general rhetoric for expressing and disputing the temptations and compromises of sexual relations (2002: 2). Farrer has also noted that those young people who involved in the dance scene in Shanghai in the mid-1990s (the 70s generation) all would like to convey the impression that they were sexually desirable yet sexually indifferent, as showing desire was deemed ‘uncool’. He gives the example that urban Shanghai students made fun of rural students’ tendency to fall head over heels in love, and asserted that ‘for Shanghaiese youth, being sophisticated meant being capable of emotional detachment in an increasingly free sexual marketplace’ (2000: 236). The impression Farrer gives here is that romantic love or emotional attachment is typical of the less market-savvy population, youth from rural China or older urban population.

My interviewees lacked this emotional coolness: love at first sight or falling head over heels in love were admired and aspired to; or, put in another way, when facing the increasingly commercialised society, they strived to keep their emotions ‘valued’ and not polluted by the ‘price’ of the market. At the same time, for the 1960s generation, romantic love demanded equality alongside active participation, and therefore the karmic destiny favoured by Chinese traditions was actively eliminated in their pursuit of love. They challenged the traditional Chinese double standard of chastity and good-looks as they patently requested these from men too; yet on the other hand, these requests reflected their conservation of higher moral values.




Although the family has long remained as the basic unit of Chinese society, the relative importance of different kinds of interfamilial relations has changed greatly. China’s patrilineal kinship system emphasized family ties traced through men, in an unbroken ‘descent line’ linking a man with both his ancestors and descendants. Because the descent line was more important than individual family relations, marriage took place in order to extend the family line, not to benefit the individuals involved (Baker 1979). The five relationships of Confucianism, in descending order of importance, demonstrate the little weight that was placed on conjugal relations: ruler-minister, father-son, elder brother-younger brother, husband-wife, and friend-friend. The quality of conjugal relations was therefore not necessarily a salient concept in Chinese society. Shifting over the control of marital decision from extended family to individuals themselves was one of the key family policy goals of the CCP since 1949 (Croll 1993). As Woo (2006) recognizes, marriage laws and their enforcement provided a critical lens through which one could examine citizenship rights in any nation-state. The Chinese state’s changing policy toward marriage and divorce thus ‘provides insights into issues of status and inequality, intimacy and violence’ (2006: 62).

The 1950 Marriage Law broke with tradition by terminating the feudal practice of arranged marriage and empowered women to initiate divorce proceedings; meanwhile, the state promoted love and mutual companionship as major criteria in selecting a spouse. In the process, however, the state replaced the family as the decision-maker, which in turn reformulated the purpose of marriage in distinctly socialist terms. Thus despite the initial liberating effect for women, the 1950 Marriage Law subsequently subjected marriage and divorce to political interpretation. Matchmakers came to have political purposes. Liu Jieyu (2007) describes marriages in danwei where women and men were coupled up by their supervisors or managers, and would be strongly discouraged from divorce. Meanwhile in rural areas, the implementation of the law was not quite as effective.

Alongside the market reform, China re-instituted the Marriage Law in 1980. Conjugal relations were promoted in marriage and a negotiation (协议xieyi) system was introduced for divorce. If both parties agreed, they could file for divorce by seeking permission from the marriage registration office of the Bureau of Civil Affairs. The registration office must make a decision within the month, but would first conduct informal mediation, counselling or education for the couple.​[84]​ Most couples preferred the xieyi system to going to court; but in the 1990s, there were increasing cases of court divorce because people wanted to avoid the excess mediation and intrusive involvement of community organizations (Woo 2006). Yan (2003) has noted that since 1980s improved living standards have given rise to individual demands for intimacy and privacy; and so it seems that conjugality has triumphed over patriarchy (2003: 7).

The Marriage Law as amended in 2001 recognises that affection between spouses is a necessary part of marriage, and the lack of it serves as grounds for divorce, demonstrating that ideas about marital relations have changed greatly in China. It clarifies the grounds for divorce, determining what constitutes joint property, and defining parental custody and visitation rights. It also brings back community norms of fault by punishing the at-fault parties in divorce and providing the victims with the right to sue for compensation and division of property (Woo 2006). On October 1, 2003 China began to implement the new Regulation on Marriage Registration in which neither the government nor the work unit should interfere with marriage. Results of the ‘National Survey on the Moral Situations of Marriage and Family’, carried out by All-China Women’s Federation in 2002, showed both urban and rural residents had broken with the tradition of marriage arranged by parents and 68.2% of them would have the final say in their own marriage (Wang P. 2005).

In 13th August 2011, the Supreme People’s Court issued a new judicial interpretation of the Marriage Law, stipulating that real estate that had beem mortgaged and registered in the name of one party should be acknowledged as that party’s property in a divorce case, even if both parties repaid the loan together within their marital relationship. This has been the most controversial of all changes in the marriage law. One interpretation argues that, with social equality still being an ideal, people become socially mobile through marriage, but the property rules of the new judicial explanation downgrades the utility of marriage. The stronger party in the marriage who has real estate ownership undoubtedly has the upper hand, because he/she has no need to worry about the loss of property on dissolution of marriage. This wealth disparity not only exacerbates the gulf between classes but also splits families apart, forcing the weaker party in a marriage to accept his/her vulnerability. But another interpretation contests this view, arguing that the ‘boon for men’ theory was a misinterpretation because: a) in a marriage, the advantaged party could be the woman; b) the other party’s practical participation in repaying loans should be taken into consideration, and fair and reasonable compensation should be made. A third interpretation hails the new judicial explanation as reviving the spirit of marriage, as it has compelled people to choose their life partners out of love rather than for wealth.​[85]​ The second and third views seem to have omitted an important fact: in China, it is usually the man who buys the property before the marriage, and men have much higher income than women. Moreover, the new judicial interpretation is especially detrimental to women who have become housewives within the marriage. 

Marriage, divorce and inherence laws have arguably impacted on Chinese women more than any other law, due to the historical and continued emphasis that is placed on family as the cell of society and the foundation of social stability. Woo maintains that ‘the historical relegalation of women to the family and the private sphere has meant that women necessarily became subject to legal regulation by the virtue of laws governing family’ (2006: 62). As a result, changes in marriage law can increase or decrease women’s status. With market reform and a great deal of internal migration, Chinese people, to a certain extend, are released from the restraints of tradition and freed by the market mantra of bargain and choice, which is reflected in their personal life, including marriage. The number of single women has increased rapidly in recent years. In Beijing alone there were 500,000 single women aged 28 or older. The total singleton population was 150 million in 2010 China.​[86]​
 
At the same time, the divorce rate in China has also rocketed. According to China Daily on 6th Feb 2011, 19.61 million couples divorced in 2010 – roughly 5000 couples a day; the rate of increase is 7.65% over the last five years.​[87]​ The article discussed two main reasons for such a high number of divorces: first, internal migration caused couples to live apart long-term, which makes people question the traditional value of marriage; thus Sichuan province, which has the largest proportion of out-migration, also has the highest rate of divorce. The second reason is the simplification of the divorce process: since 2003, couples could simply go to the Civil Affairs department and divorce within a day.​[88]​ The marriage law has accommodated rapid social changes and been revised accordingly and more frequently. There were thirty years between the first and the second, twenty years between the second and the third and ten years between the third and the fourth. Yet as Davis and Harrell point out ‘the changes that stem from politics and economics all play themselves out against the background of a Chinese family culture that does change, but only slowly’ (1993: 22). Hansen and Pang (2010) confirm on their research of the 70s and 80 generations that despite the increasing rate in recent years, divorce was still considered as ‘a near-disaster, a loss of face, dignity and opportunities, especially for women but also for men’ (2010: 48).  

The majority of the 60s generation of Chinese women were married between the 1980s and the millennium, between the implementation of the second and third Marriage Laws, where the conjugal relation was high on the state’s and their own agendas. After hearing about romantic love from the 60s generation of Chinese women, Elizabeth Croll worries that 

The intensity of attachment and magic of romance is such that it seems to be difficult to sustain such an attachment following marriage with its daily routines and domestic life. The first few years of marriage are commonly thought to be the most difficult for a couple to traverse and their common lack of success in doing so happily is one of the reasons why marriage is often referred to as ‘the grave of love’. (1995: 161) 

The 60s generation had high expectations of love, but the reality of marriage is not only about conjugal relations but also about family ties and managing mundane everyday life. A line from the hit 2011 film If You are the One (非诚勿扰 feichengwurao) is ‘since all marriages are wrong, why don’t we just leave the mistake uncorrected and make the most of it?’​[89]​ This line is not just repeating the old saying ‘marriage is the grave of love’; it reflects the fatalistic attitude towards marriage in contemporary China. 

Despite the grim view of marriage, getting married is still an integral part of the lives of most Chinese people; a step men and women must take to achieve social adulthood (Watson 1986). Of my twelve interviewees, only one is single, one is divorced and remarried, and the rest are all married. I noticed a common reaction among them all: while most were enthused by the topic of love, they did not want to talk about marriage. An exchange between Jinjun and me illustrates this:

Lingling: I find it interesting that although I have asked you several times about your emotional life, but you always get round it by talking about your work and your friends. Do you try to avoid talking about it?
Jinjun: Not exactly. Talking about my emotional life is difficult, because it is not on a grand and spectacular scale. (Jinjun, overseas woman)
 
It is exactly this ‘back to reality’ attitude towards the topic of marriage that made their faces shine less than when talking about love. The women’s cadres feel that family life is complicated, as Chenying puts it:

Family life is more difficult. Because people are flexible and changeable, but work is static. If you have done it before, you will find it easy the next time. Family life is different. For example, my husband has his own life circle and is doing research. He is an academic and tends to look down on people working as clerks. He is very good though. We argue, but he supports everything I do. (Chenying, cadre)

The rich men’s wives are nostalgic about their first ten years of marriage. As Wenqiu was moving around her luxurious penthouse from room to room, she half-joked, ‘Oh, having too many rooms is a real trouble, I so want to go back to our single room’. I followed immediately, ‘Really? What do you miss about the single room time?’ She sighed, ‘The closeness. And Jianguo and I shared everything.’ She and Jianguo graduated in 1985. The university policy then was that a couple was not allowed to be allocated jobs in the same city as pairing-up during university years was frowned upon. Therefore Jianguo was given a job in a governmental department in Hangzhou whilst Wenqiu went back to her home county, a three-hour coach journey away. Jianguo was allocated with a room shared with another colleague. When Wenqiu came to visit, the other colleague would stay away to leave the room for them. This lasted for five years, during which time their daughter was born. Then, after Jianguo’s numerous visits to the homes of people with power, bearing gifts, Wenqiu was transferred to a post in Hangzhou. Jianguo’s roommate moved out, and the room became theirs for another five years. The room was twelve square metres big. They used a curtain to separate it into study, sleeping and dining areas. They carried out their cooking and washing in the corridor. Jianguo did all sorts of housework without complaint and was reputed to be one of the best husbands among the single-room dwellers. However, in 2008, the year I interviewed Wenqiu, there could not have been a starker contrast. Jianguo was not even at home that often. When he came, he would arrive after midnight. He only ate breakfast at home, and had no time for cooking or washing. Wenqiu’s disappointment was reflected in other rich men’s wives’ stories. Zhangna’s son had gone to university, and her husband was busy with professional and social life. Having resigned from her job as a magazine editor, she now reigned over an empty house. 

I do miss the times when we just had one room. My husband was very caring towards me and my son. Every morning he would get up first and cook breakfast for my son. After he sent my son to school, he would call me up and eat breakfast with me. He did all the washing-up as well. He did that everyday! (Zhangna, rich man’s wife) 

In her study of marital relations in urban China, Ellen Pimentel found that the division of chores has a significant impact on women’s marriage quality. For women who do most of the housework, marital closeness is nearly two points lower than for women in marriages with integrated sharing, and disharmony is about one point higher. Even segregated sharing is associated with higher disharmony for women compared to integrated sharing. The division of chores reflects to some extent the balance of power within the relationship (Pimentel 2000). Lili, a non university-educated millionaire’s wife, misses the time when she and her husband started the business, and she played a vital part in establishing the customer base. She had a say in everything, both in domestic and business matters. As the business grew, however, her husband relied more on employed experts. Finally, the board asked her to step down. Now the household is her only domain. It is a luxurious but empty house as her husband takes business trips very often, and her son is away at university.

Shoukongfang (守空房guarding an empty house) was a common practice for married women in privileged feudal Chinese societies, where men had to pursue their scholarly honour or official rank or business; the wives would wait at home until their return, with or without the expected results. In traditional Chinese dramas and operas, the most popular theme is that the shoukongfang wife reaped the reward of long years of loneliness – her husband returned home with his scholarly trophy. One wife had waited for eighteen years, bringing up their son and looking after the mother-in-law. Finally her husband came back, with another wife, but she was ecstatic nevertheless. The verb shou（守）which can mean guard, defend, watch, stay or wait, reflects the traditional confinement of women within domestic spatial boundaries. In the absence of their husbands, they would have to defend their virtue against any predators that might lust after them. But the empty houses that the rich men’s wives experience is more psychological than moral or spatial. They are not trapped inside their homes; they can go wherever they want to go. Also, the empty house syndrome is different from that of the empty nest, which most research has found to have a positive effect on women, with more free time and fewer domestic burdens (White and Edwards 1990). What makes these women restless in their empty homes is that contemporary China is rife with infidelity. 

Infidelity and Bao Ernai 

The 60s generation of women are arguably the major victim of marital infidelity (see chapter 3). By the mid-1990s the Chinese police had determined that prostitution practices in China should be categorised according to a descending hierarchy of seven tiers. The first level, known as waishi 外室or baoernai 包二奶, refers to women who act as the ‘second wives’ or relatively long-term ‘mistresses’ of men with money and influential positions (Jeffreys 2004). As infidelity became widespread, the Marriage Law was revised to handle this problem. The third Marriage Law of 2001 dealt particularly with ‘concubinage’ and ‘mistress-related corruption’ which ‘violate the emotional and economic security of the marriage contract’, and which placed women ‘in the undesirable position of having to accept marital infidelity or face economic hardship’ (Jeffreys 2004: 93). Polygamy was only abolished in the 1950 Marriage Law, and the revival of the bao ernai is a sign of a revival of the patriarchal values which have been woven into the textures of Chinese society for thousands of years. Writing of early twentieth century Hong Kong, Maria Jaschok points out that in concubinage ‘men use women to enhance their prestige or manly self-esteem’ (1988: 68). Other scholars echo Jaschok’s view in relation to the concubinage of the twenty-first Century (Xiao 2011; Shen 2008a). Pan Suiming’s (2000) explanation of why infidelity and the sex industry prosper in contemporary China refers back to the asceticism of the 1950s and 1960s, when sex and pleasure had been subjected to total state control. Men aspired to ‘revolutionise the ascetic lives of the past’ and to ‘prove their youth by being sexually active with young hostesses’ so as not to ‘regret having lived empty lives in their dying moment’ (Pan 2000:344). Zheng Tiantian agrees that ‘men’s feeling of political, economic, and sexual repression by the Maoist state patriarch caused them to search for their lost masculinity in the post-Mao era’ (Zheng 2009:124). 

Scholars have also followed Maria Jaschok’s path to draw the link between politics, economics and sexuality in relation to China’s modern day concubines – ernai. Men with economic and political power become sexually potent, whereas men who have lost such power feel emasculated by the market reforms (Brownell and Wasserstrom 2002). Jeffreys (2004) adds that this phenomenon is ‘intricately connected with the new socio-economic hierarchies of the reform period and with an issue of critical importance to China’s future – corruption by official cadres’ (2004: 90-91). Pan et al. (2004), on the other hand, find the economic and class-coded factors in extramarital affairs in general, 45.1 % of men among the top 5 % of the income distribution have reported extramarital sex, whilst only 5 % of men of the lowest 40 % income distribution did so.​[90]​ In addition, Xiao Suowei (2011) takes a relational approach to examining the construction of class-coded forms of masculinity in contemporary China, and she finds that ernai have made a great contribution towards men’s articulation and negotiation of gender and class identities. 
  
The literal translation of baoernai is ‘keeping second wife/wives’. The verb bao 包denotes exclusive rights over something, usually involving items that can be associated with a certain price or value. ‘For men to contract a woman implies both a financial transaction and exclusive rights to a woman’s body and her sexuality… the practice requires men to have necessary resources, either wealth or power’ (Zhang 2011: 142). This phenomenon began in the wake of China’s reform and opening up: it initially involved Chinese men from Hong Kong, Taiwan, Singapore and elsewhere arrived in mainland China for prolonged stays. Shen (2008a) argues that because ‘sexual consumption’ of women is seen to be an expression and display of wealth, status, and manliness, women have been objectified and commoditised (2008a: 67). Despite state sanctions, men who keep mistresses appear to be successful people (成功人士chenggongrenshi). To some extent, the baoernai is paradoxically both an indication of a man’s moral degradation and a symbol of his mansculinity. The former is just a minor flaw (小节xiaojie), while the latter is of vital importance to a man’s capability to achieve great feats (大事dashi). It is not difficult for one to read in Chinese history that when men achieve great feats, their moral flaws do not matter (Zhang 2011: 153).

Men who keep mistresses do not usually abandon their first wives. If their first wives find out about their affairs, they try to settle the crisis by assuring them that their relations with their mistresses are not serious. A common strategy is the use of the very popular saying fengchangzuoxi逢场作戏 – playing impromptu games as the circumstances require, or ‘causal play’ (Shen 2008 b). Zheng Tiantian explains that wives are poorly positioned to directly challenge their husbands’ infidelity because they are economically dependent on their husbands; ‘in the end, the financial security and material luxury that a wife derives from her husbands’ business success may mean more to her than his sexual fidelity (2009: 122). But with the exception of two of the rich men’s wives, my interviewees are not dependent on their husbands for their lifestyle. Zheng Chen, executive director of the Guangdong Marriage and Family Research Centre, made the following observations on the 60s generation women’s attitude towards marriage:

If the 60s generation women initiated a divorce, it is mostly because their husbands are having serious affairs, to the extent never going back home, or because of domestic violence. They would have suffered at least more than ten years or longer in those bad situations. Also there has to be encouragement and support from the outside world, otherwise they would still not take the initiative to file a divorce. There is another interesting phenomenon among this generation, which is the serial marriage – they would enter into a new marriage immediately after a divorce. Usually they would be in and out marriages for several times. The reason of that is because this generation has a yearning desire for marriage and love, but their ideal is often met with a cruel rebuff in reality. (Cited in Peng and Ma 2009)​[91]​
 
Zheng Chen’s observation leaves much space for interpretation: why would this generation of women stay suffering rather than leave their pain behind? What does marriage really mean to them? 60s generation women have inherited a model of marriage from their mothers, who believed that divorce was disgraceful and more damaging to their interests than to remain married, ‘except when they needed a political divorce from a spouse who was deemed counter-revolutionary’ (Honig and Hershatter 1988: 206-7). And the world is changing fast; the need to cling to the safety net of marriage thus should come with no surprise. In order to remain in this stick-together-no-matter-how marriage, one has to keep silent and pretend that nothing has happened. As infidelity is often seen as a shame or failure, none of my interviewees volunteered this topic, but two of them implied that they were worried.

You know, in this current environment, men often behave badly. Although I believe that his heart is not on these things and we are together most of the time, I don’t believe that he does not think about those things either. (Zhangna, rich man’s wife)

A fine man will attract opposite sex’ attention. The younger generation women such as the 70s generation and 80s generation, and now even the 90s generation have all come to play the game, to entice men. Sometimes I do feel threatened. (Jinjun, overseas woman)

Jinjun also used her friend’s example to illustrate how marriage defines women’s happiness:

Out of four of my best friends, the one that attended Open University is most beautiful. However her husband is flower-hearted (huaxin花心).​[92]​ He has had numerous affairs. Although she can control him, he makes her both angry and sad. Her hand is like steel claw. We all feel sorry for her, although she tries to compensate materialistically, carrying 30,000 yuan LV bag, etc. I feel that a woman’s fate is decided by who she marries. (Jinjun, overseas woman)

Jinjun’s last point was agreed by many of my interviewees. Despite the improvement of women’s status, it seems that for the 60s generation women, marriage remains as the most important criterion of a woman’s social status. Jinjun told me:

I have worked hard and achieved a lot compared to my peers, but in my social circles, my husband’s status decides my status. Quite often people envy me not because of my own achievements, but because of my husband’s achievements. In China there is a long-running argument for women: which is better, a good marriage or a good career? From my experience, a good marriage always wins. (Jinjun, overseas woman)

Linyan, the migrant worker who had not had the chance of good education, had held great hope for marriage:

To marry a husband is like a second reincarnation – to be born again. I didn’t get a good one in the first round (born in a poor family and missed the education), so I hoped to get it right in my second round. I clearly knew that the second was wrong, but I had to jump into this well as this would be a step towards taking me away from the first wrong. (Linyan, migrant worker) 

This view of marriage as a second life confirms the utility of marriage among my interviewees, and also reveals the paradoxic in the way these women see themselves. If we recall, Linyan had gained great confidence through her earlier education (doing better than her brothers) and it was her, not her husband, who made the decision to move to the city. Yet although she complained that she had not received the level of education she craved; when reassessing her life opportunities, the gravest regret seems that she had not married the right man to improve her social status. This seeminlgy contradictory account reveals her vulnerablity in a changing society as she has put the weight of marriage above everything else in her life. When she recognised that her marriage had been a mistake, she never thought that she could correct this wrong by getting out of it. Divorce simply is not an option. For her, the fear of divorce appears to be far graver than the pain of an unhappy marriage. Davis and Harrell’s point that the pre-existing ‘family culture’ will not disappear just yet (1993: 20) is a true reflection on the 60s generation of Chinese women who, when facing a transitional society, still hold some of the traditional values dear. The market economy accompanied by withdrawn state protection has placed them in a less favourable situation. If love had been their first resort, marriage can perhaps be regarded as their last resort. 

However, not all of this generation of women has conformed to the social norms of staying in a bad marriage, such as Hexie from the overseas group, who left a bad marriage behind and entered a new happiness, and Wangyue from the cadres group, who remained single without compromising. Moreover, not all of this generation of women are suffering in marriages, Jinjun, for example, gives an extremely satisfactory rate of 9.78 out of 10 for her conjugal relation. The 60s generation of women may have doubts and issues about their marriages, but they have clear ideas about what they want in life and what happiness means to them, and they strive to pursue these goals:

Women of our age are clear in that first, we need to keep in good health; second, only when a woman loves and treasures herself, wouldl others love her. Third, she should manage her family, such as decorating the home, knowing how to deal with relatives. Unlike the older generations, we care more about coordination in our relationships. (Jinjun, overseas woman)

My life goal is to have a fulfilling and satisfactory work and a wonderful family. (Mingzhu, cadre)

I care most about my family members’ health and happiness. (Zhangna, rich man’s wife)





In earlier studies on family in China, anthropologists emphasised how economic pressures often influenced couples to have children. Margery Wolf (1972) argues that a woman’s assertion of self and power depended on her place as the creator of the uterine family. Through children, particularly sons, she was able not only to claim a place of public legitimacy in her husband’s ancestral line, but also to acquire authority when making decisions concerning, for example, the allocation of family property; thus she was empowered through her status as the mother. Over three decades later Harriet Evans (2008) in her study of mothers and daughters in China asserts that ‘having a child appeared as a mode of legitimating the self, even empowering the self, through a reciprocal willingness to participate in the production of family’ (2008: 189). She also identified differences between age cohorts: for the older generation, women who grew up in the 1950s and 60s, to have a child was ‘a particular recognition of the mother … and a sense of affirmative reciprocity that cannot be explained as obligation alone’; for the younger generation, who were born in the 1980s, ‘the reciprocal desire to have a child emerges as a complex, rich, and in some cases fraught emotional response to a sense of belonging, sharing, gratitude, and personal desire, expressed as part of their self-identification as women in relation to their mothers’ (2008: 192).





In their esearch on whether the one-child policy changed the fertility preference in China, Merli and Smith (2002) find that high acceptance rates occurs in the most urban, industrialized counties and in counties with the most rigid family planning policy; acceptance is weaker amongst women living in the poorest counties and in counties where enforcement is most lenient. My own findings are not in complete accordance with this. Out of the eleven interviewees who have children, only Shuxian has two boys, the rest all have a single child. Migrant workers come from relatively poor areas, but they are relaxed about family size. Yufang’s experience of pregnancy was unpleasant. Her first was stillborn, and after several subsequent miscarriages, she gave birth to a boy and she claims that one is enough. One could argue that because she has a boy, her sense of duty has been fulfilled so that she no longer needed another child. But she insists that even if she had a daughter, she would not have wanted another child. The testimony of her statement is enhanced by her two brothers and one sister as each of them also only has one child. Her youngest sister has one son and her two brothers have one daughter each, although legitimately they could have all had a second child.​[93]​ 

From the beginning, China’s seemingly compulsory one-child policy caused much outcry from the 50s generation – the first cohort to be coerced into accepting the policy; yet for most of the women I interviewed, it became a voluntary act. In her study of small-scale entrepreneurs in urban Chengdu and Taiwan, Gates (1993) finds a clear relationship between increased capital assets and what she terms ‘antiphiloprogenitivism’. Urban Chengdu women with small businesses do not desire more than the minimum number of children to meet their family obligations, and they find no difficulty in accepting the state limit of one child. Furthermore, Gates notes that ‘even in a culture often singled out as extremely pronatalist, women as childbearers are often eager to take advantage of new opportunities for limiting births’ (1993: 252, italics in original). Although Gates’s research represents only a small group of urban women with capital, the model of kinship she defined, whereby a woman’s childbearing desires can be explained in terms of how her particular household related to the larger economy, can be applied to all women, urban or rural (Davis and Harrell 1993: 16). Linyan is a case in point. She gave birth to a son two years after she was married, but she wanted to leave the small village and move to a bigger place to improve her life chances. For her, a second child was possible:

I could have had another child if I was willing to pay the fine, which was not huge amount then, aroud 1,000 yuan (equivalent of £100 in 2011). But all I wanted was to jump out of my village. (Linyan, migrant worker) 

Industrialization and urbanism generally condition voluntary reductions in the number of children women bear, and in fact China is surrounded by the six lowest birth rate regions in the world: Singapore, Macao, Taiwan, Japan, South Korea and Hong Kong. In East Asia, Japan particularly, fertility dropped below population replacement levels in the middle of the 1970s and declined further since the mid-1980s, reaching the total fertility rate (TFR) of 1.42 in 1995 (Atoh 2001). There has been much evidence to show that this fertility decline occurred as a result of the rise in the proportion of never married people and the rise in the age at marriage and childbearing, but furthermore, as Makoto Atoh (2001) suggests, these developments can be attibuted to the change in the value system regarding women’s social and familial role and status, a change towards the valuation of a gender equal society, rather than towards secular individualization or the end of a child-centred society. The rapid decline in birth rates in China, begun even before the government birth control program,​[94]​ has been facilitated by young women’s wish to be free from prolonged childbearing and childcare (Gates 1993). For the 60s generation women, the strong desire for mothering but less desire to have more than the one state-sanctioned children is not contradictory, rather mothering consolidates marriage and less children would enhance women’s flexible position in a changeable society.
  
Son or daughter?
In China, while son preference is in part a deep-rooted cultural phenomenon, a large component of the desire for sons is their economic value as farmers and likely caregivers in their parents’ old age, due to the traditionally patrilocal culture. Since the one child family policy began, the total birth rate and family size has decreased, but a gross imbalance in the sex ratio has emerged. The biologically normal population sex ratio (sons to daughters) at birth ranges from 1.03 to 1.06. In 1986 the figure for China was 1.11; four years later it had risen to 1.14 (Edlund 1999). In the 2011 census, the birth ratio was 1.17, 0.16% lower than in 2010.​[95]​ Jianghong Li and William Lavely found that son preference among rural Chinese women is stronger in low income and mountainous villages, and weaker among those who earned cash income (Li and Lavely 2009). Lisa Eklund (2011) also found that the imbalance in sex ratios was highest in rural areas, but she discovered a worrying trend in the cities. In the 1990s, the number of families who wanted sons at any cost doubled, from 2.8 % to 4.5 %. Edlund remarks that this doubling came at the same time as cuts in the state welfare system in the cities, which meant that adult sons were given a more important role in providing for the social and financial security of the elderly. She also argues that Chinese government’s “Care for Girls” campaign, which aimed to increase the value placed on girls, may have caused more harm than good: by compensating parents of girls in various ways, the government reinforces the idea that girls are not as valuable as boys. However, the change in social welfare could also be seen as a gauge of the sex ratio index in rural China. Avraham Ebenstein and Steven Leung (2010) found that the introduction of a voluntary old-age pension programme in the 1990s affected parental sex-selection decisions, and the sex ratio at birth has in turn been effectively decreased.
In my sample, all the migrant workers have sons; according to the research I have cited aobve, they should be the group most concerned with the son/daughter option, yet Yufang is adamant that it would not have mattered whether she had a son or daughter, and her two brothers both have one daughter – they could have a second try because they are from the rural areas. Linyan is longing for a daughter, to the extent that she would even dress her son up as a girl when he was little. 
When my son was ten, I wanted to adopt a child. I adopted a daughter but my son didn’t want her, so I had to send her back. I wanted to adopt a daughter to give her a good life, to give her everything I didn’t have. I’d always wanted a daughter. When my son was little, I always dressed him as a girl. If the right time comes, I still want to adopt a daughter. My husband’s younger brother has two daughters; I spoil them, buying gifts for them each time I go back. (Linyan, migrant worker)

Two of the rich men’s wives have sons, but Wenqiu does not. It was her account which caught my attention.
Jianguo is the only son in his family. He has four sisters. I had really hoped that my daughter would be a son. When she was born, Jianguo’s parents were very disappointed, and so was he. I was disappointed too. I wanted a son who could carry Jianguo’s surname to another generation. (Wenqiu, rich man’s wife)
Wenqiu is from a rural family, and her own family was an extended one where her paternal grandparents lived with them when they were alive. Her mother first gave birth to three daughters before her younger brother arrived. She had witnessed her mother’s suffering at first hand as her grandparents were there constantly blaming her mother for giving birth to one daughter after another. To her, a son carried the ultimate importance in continuing the family line. Of all my interviewees, she is the one who most longs for a son. The one-child policy was stringently implemented during the 1980s and 1990s. In 1990, when as a graduate I was sent down to a mountainous rural area to receive training and re-education from the grassroots people as the result of the 1989 protests, I witnessed an eight-month pregnant woman dragged out of her home to the hospital at midnight to have her child forcedly aborted. I later heard that it was a boy.

To witness or hear about these incidents, which were often reported in the media at the time, would have reinforced the idea that a second child was an absolutely no-go zone. As a government employee, Wenqiu would have been sacked and punished if she had a second pregnancy visible, and in the end the child would also have been aborted. But since the new century, the one-child policy has been relaxed to a certain degree, and the rich have more channels through which to make use of policy loopholes. A common way for men to have more children among the rich is to acqure an ernai. Alternatively, if the wives were willing, they could give up their jobs just to try themselves. Although I did not ask Wenqiu, a rich man’s wife, whether she had tried or not, from her answer, it seems that she had. She told me, ‘It is too late now. My biological clock has stopped. If there is any way I can have a son, I will do it’. 

The cadres and overseas womans do not seem unhappy with a daughter as an only child. Mingzhu said

My mother was totally happy. My mother-in-law also holds no grudges, but deep down, she may have wanted a grandson, as my husband was her only son. This is reasonable, I can understand. If she does not have that kind of thought, I would think that it was false, that it was not her true feeling. (Mingzhu, cadre)

Although troubled by the conflict with her teenage daughter, Hexie believes that daughters can achieve equally as well as any son.

I can’t say that I am a very successful woman, but I know that what I have experienced and achieved has far surpassed that of my brothers. And I take more responsibility in looking after my parents even despite of the fact that they have invested more on my brothers’ education and marriage. I am the one who takes care of their everyday life: I pay for their helper’s salary; I call them everyday to see if they need things. I do all that even though I live in a different country! (Hexie, overseas woman)

Jinjun echoes Hexie’s account in that she and her sister are also more engaged in looking after their parents, and she loves having a daughter. 

Thinking of all the energy and money that my parents invested in my brother, I don’t mind having a daughter at all. In fact, I am very happy to have a daughter who will understand a mother better when she grows up. My mother-in-law has three sons and two grandsons by her other two sons, so when I gave birth to a daughter, she was very happy. She loves my daughter more than her other two grandsons! (Jinjun, overseas woman)   




In the course of economic transformation, the sense of free competition, a core concept of market economy, has been strengthened among Chinese people. As education is the recognised path to enhance one’s competitive edge, many parents have paid great attention to their children’s educational investments, with extremely high expectations of their children’s attainment. Moreover, China has had a long tradition of using scarce family resources for advancing a child’s education, the success of their own children and the children of others are often measured by educational achievements. A survey by China Youth and Children Research Centre in 1998 showed that 97.1% of young parents in urban areas expect their children to have at least two years of college education; 70.5% at least a Master’s degree; 44.5% at least doctoral education; and 23.5% post-doctoral education (China Youth and Children Research Centre 2001). The majority of these young parents, by coincidence, would be the 60s generation, who in 1998 were between the age of 29 and 38. Jinjun also confessed high expectations for her daughter. 

When she was born, I had decided that I would treat her like a princess. However, I then wanted one good thing after another, such as for her to play piano. At first, I wanted to cultivate an interest for her, but later I felt like I was punishig myself: I never give up; I wanted her to understand that once she made the choice, she needed to persist and continue. Her daily routine went something like this: her grandfather would collect her from school for lunch; when she arrived at home at 11:30am, she would drink water first then play half an hour of piano. In the evening, I would ask her to play another hour and half, so two hours a day in total. In the summer holidays, she needs to play at least four hours every day. She passed all the piano grades before primary school. My daughter often answers back that children who play piano have had no childhood. I feel hurt. (Jinjun, overseas woman) 

However, she only made her confession when she was staying in the UK and comparing children’s lives here with that of her daughter’s, she was not sure whether this strict regime for her daughter would change when she returned:

Now I think that it may be too much work, so I ask her to play 15 minutes every day instead. My daughter also tried dance when she was little, and when I asked her to choose one, she chose piano. In terms of my daughter’s education, I feel that I am not as patient as my husband. Whenever she took an exam, I would ask how she ranked among her classmates. Sometimes I felt that I was a bit greedy. Whenever she finished or achieved one thing, I would immediately ask for another. Now, I think that for a child, happiness is most important. I talk to her every day via the internet, but I don’t know whether I will be less strict to her when I return. When she is not with me, I treasure her, baby her. If I go home, I could most possibly force her to do this and that again. (Jinjun, overseas woman)

This sense of urgency in concentrating their means – time, energy, money – on their children’ education can be felt across all my groups. Despite her limited resources, Yufang is equally determined:

You know, this room is too small, and the learning environment is not good. We only had the bunk bed. My son slept on the top bunk, and my husband and I slept on the bottom. It was not ideal at all, so my husband resigned his carpenter job and took the front compound janitor job so that we could have another small room for my son to sleep in separately. My husband’s income has since become much less, which brings a lot of pressure. He had serious insomnia for several years. My sleep is good. We have two duvets now, one each, and that way his insomnia affects me less. However, once when my son was in junior secondary school, we were told in parents’ evening that his grades were not good. I went back home and couldn’t fall asleep, and since then I have known how painful insomnia is. We were thinking about renting a house, but it would be too expensive. If we don’t have the chance to buy a house in Hangzhou in the future, we can go back to our home village to stay in our old house. In fact, building a house in a rural area is very expensive now; we may not be able to afford to renovate the old house either. The money we have saved will be used first for my son’s education. This is the most urgent and important thing. A house is the next thing to think about. (Yufang, migrant worker)

For women like Yufang, who have little prospects of their own life improvement, investment in their children’s education is not just to prepare their children for competing in a market society and to improve their future; it can also be regarded as an effective way to elevate the social status of their whole family. They sacrifice themselves in the belief that all their hard work will be paid off in the end by their children’s achievements. Yufang sobbed when looking ahead to her still unimaginable future: 

If my son has a good job in the future and wants us to live with him, it would bring us great happiness. We can look after his children (sobbing). I don’t know whether this would be possible. (Yufang, migrant worker)

Shuxian, the migrant worker’s wife with the portable kitchen, also holds this hope. She only stays with her husband in the city during her sons’ school holidays. 

We can’t afford to pay the extra fees for our sons to go to school in the city, so we have to return when the school term starts. For people like us, we still hope our children can do something different. I really don’t know how different that is, but just not like their father, having a stable job and a stable house in the city, would be good enough. (Shuxian, migrant worker)

This expectation of changing the family’s fate by investing their children’s education is not explicitly expressed by other groups; however, the keenness of investment is nevertheless the same. When I asked two women cadres for interviews, they declined, their excuses being that they were too busy. However, I ended up with each of them sitting in a tea-house talking for more than two hours; they mainly asked me questions about secondary school and undergraduate studies in the UK as they were considering sending their children to study abroad. Although I had not been able to secure interviews with them, the fact that they would spend two hours of their hectic life for some information for their children is significant. For 60s generation of women, cadre or common, their children’s welfare future still remains as their paramount concern.​[96]​ 

After research on parenting in Shanghai in the1990s, Davis and Sensenbrenner (2000) conclude that first, noted contrasts in parents’ ability to provide various experiences for their children, but these distinctions did not fall neatly into a hierarchy of social-class positions. Secondly, with a new social structure based on success in the market place rather than political purity or party affiliation, Shanghai parents focused on investing in a superior education and social and extracurricular activities, which they believed would foster adult success at work. What I have found is that, despite the parents’ emphasis on education investment, there is a distinction of social-class positions across different groups. The most likely discrepancy between Davis and Sensenbrenner’s findings and my own is that their research subjects focused on Shanghai working mothers, whereas my subjects have been extracted from different social backgrounds. In my data, migrant workers’ children have to compromise on limited living space, resources and expenditure. Yufang, the migrant tailor, says: 

My husband and I arrange our working time around my son’s study, meals and sleep. If it is time for dinner, we will stop whatever we are doing to prepare the meal. I will put the best food into his bowl for each meal. For myself, I don’t mind what I eat as long as I can fill my stomach. If it is time for his study and sleep, we will draw a curtain and keep silent. I don’t use the sewing machine for that time being, I only do handwork. (Yufang, migrant worker)

Apart from sharing the same belief in educational investment to their children, my interviewees also share the belief that it is important to encourage children to be independent and inspire them to display their individuality and creativity. Investigating parental purchases for Shanghai’s only child in 1996, Deborah Davis and Julia Sensenbrenner (2000) found that Shanghai mothers would take every opportunity, even with commercial choices such as toys, to induce greater individuation and distinction of their children from their peers. The similar motivation could also be found among my interviewees. 

One of Wenqiu’s childrearing anecdotes is still popular among her friends. One night, when her daughter was three years old, her body temperature reached 41 degrees. Wenqiu simply put some ice on her daughter’s forehead and went back to sleep. This anecdote became legendary because, for the majority of parents with a single child, they would have rushed to hospital even if it was 3 o’clock in the morning. However, Wenqiu had stayed calm. I asked her about this particular episode in our interview, and she smiled:

Some of my friends even accused me of selfishness not taking her to the hospital. Actually, my thought at the time was that although the temperature was high, she was asleep and therefore I didn’t want to wake her up – which may have made her feel the pain of the fever more. And no good will come out of too much pampering. During my childhood, my parents never noticed if my siblings and I had any discomfort, as long as we ate and slept. We grew up just fine. (Wenqiu, rich man’s wife)

Wenqiu’s parenting skills may have been inherited from her parents, but at a deeper level, this was a deliberate act. China’s only child is often dubbed by the media as the ‘little emperor’. These children usually enjoy a central position in the family as the only receipient of their parents’ /and grandparents’ affection and attention, and therefore are often described as ‘spoilt’. Wenqiu is consciously moving her daughter away from the label of the spoilt little emperor as the adult life these children face would be tough – they do not really have the luxury of being an emperor whose every need is met and provided. So, if Wenqiu’s parents ignored their children’s discomfort unconsciously, and had no alternative – no extra time, no extra money and no extra energy – Wenqiu consciously endeavoured to train her daughter’s independence from a tender age. 

By pure coincidence, as I was writing this thesis, the ‘tiger mom’ discussion was spreading all over the global media. Amy Chua, a Yale University Law professor and a Chinese migrant, wrote Battle Hymn of the Tiger Mother as a memoir of her conversion from authoritarian Chinese drillmistress to marginally less authoritarian drillmistress. Following her story, I find similarities between Chua and Wenqiu and other 60s generation Chinese women. Amy Chua was born in 1967 in American, two years after her parents migrated from the Philippines. An attempt to drag her into the league of the 60s generation of Chinese women would be too far-fetched. But the common ground she shares with the 60s generation of Chinese women is that parenting skills can be passed on from generation to generation and tough love is observed and practiced because of the tough environment. While the 60s generation is facing a transitional China, Amy Chua, as a migrant generation, has a challenging life too. Both of them have to prepare the next generation for a tough environment with tough love: to encourage independence and all-round development. Mingzhu did just that:
My daughter is 10 years old. I never collect her for her primary school; she walks five minutes to home herself. My husband is a university lecturer. We can collect her, but we don’t want to. When she was four, she would take a shower herself. She is not very dependent on me. She has no problem in her studies. She is independent, always helping teachers with things. She could get help from her grandparents, but she does not need it. Survival ability is just as important as academic grades. (Mingzhu, cadre)

Looking after the Elderly

The ideal model of traditional Chinese family organisation, with its early universal marriage and strong intergenerational interdependencies, was a system that not only facilitated the continuation of the patrilineage, but also provided a network for looking after the elderly. The deeply rooted cultural belief of xiao孝or filial piety has long been believed to be the essential element that holds together the Chinese familial system of care. Filial piety or xiao is a Confucian concept that encompasses a broad range of behaviours, including children’s respect, obedience, loyalty, material provision, and physical care to parents (Zhan & Montgomery 2003). Social scientists have analysed this intergenerational dynamic extensively, in terms of exchange theory or reciprocity, or ‘intergenerational contract’ (Ikel 1993: 307), which is reflected in the traditional Chinese saying ‘rearing a son for old age is like storing grain for a famine’ (养儿防老，积谷防饥yangerfanglao, jigufangji). For centuries, filial piety was extolled as the highest virtue, and caring for elderly parents was regarded as the key form of its expression. 

After the establishment of PRC in 1949, both the Chinese constitution and the Chinese government made it abundantly clear that care for the elderly in China was primarily a family responsibility and an unavoidable part of a contract between generations; but the communist revolution created a new institutional and moral environment for Chinese families. In both urban and rural areas, there was collectivisation of the economy (commune in rural and danwei in urban), and most private property was eliminated – hence destroying much of the economic motivation that had previously shaped family loyalties. Moreover, the frontal attack on ancestor worship and lineage organisation struck the cultural and religious core of family organisation. However, those attacks had not yet destroyed the traditional Chinese family, as Davis and Harrell (1993) discovered. The hukou system placed firm restrictions on internal migration, which not only served the interest of the government in controlling individual autonomy, but also intensified the flow of intergenerational aid, because most adult men (and their sons) were tied to the villages and towns of their birth. Thus the Communist revolution created contradictions: 

On the one hand, it undercut the power and authority of patriarchs and destroyed the economic logic of family farms and businesses. On the other hand, it created demographic and material conditions conductive to large, multigenerational households with extensive economic and social ties to nearby kin. In short, Chinese families between 1950 and 1976 survived and reproduced themselves within a paradoxical environment: the often repressive egalitarianism of communism permitted more Chinese parents and children than ever before to realize core ideals of traditional Chinese familism, while at the same time the revolution eliminated many of the original incentives for wanting to realize those ideals. (Davis and Harrell 1993: 1-2) 

The result was that, throughout Mao’s era from 1949 and 1970s, the traditional elder-care system remained fundamentally unchanged. Since the late 1970s however, despite the fact that the state rhetoric still regarded family as the primary care provider for the elderly, economic reforms and an open-door policy have brought economic growth, cultural diversity, consumerism and individualisation (Yan 2010a), simultaneously opening the door to the individual assignment of responsibility. This was especially the case in the rural areas where reforms dismantled the Peoples’ Communes as a core political and economic unit and abruptly subcontracted more than 80% of all farmland to individual families on the basis of fifteen-year leases (Davis and Harrell 1993). In the urban areas, the post-1978 reductions or withdrawals in state subsidies were evidently reflected in the housing and welfare reform, and urban residents have since shouldered greater financial responsibility on the part of the individual family (Ikels 1993). These social changes inevitably affected the care for the elderly in both rural and urban areas. 

Care for the elderly in rural and urban areas

Some scholars (Evans 2008; Davis 1990) argue that there is a distinction between rural and urban attitudes toward the care of the elderly:

Rural definitions of filial obligations tend to emphasize the material and financial aspects of intergenerational arrangements, while urban responsibilities are framed more in terms of emotional recognition of the sacrifices parents made on their children’s behalf. (Evans 2008: 173)

Their findings are based on the difference of rural and urban welfare systems, as the rural elderly have no pension from the state, whilst those in urban areas usually do. However, the post-1978 economic reform brought about different living arrangements in rural areas and reduced welfare in urban areas, consequently altering this rigid distinction between care attitudes. Two of the three migrant worker interviewees now live in the city, having left their elderly parents and in-laws in the countryside. They only return to their villages at most for two weeks in a whole year, and the one migrant wife who still lives in the countryside does not live under the same roof with her in-laws. Therefore the traditional pattern of living with the elderly and taking care of daily duties has also changed. Linyan, who was fostered at one year old, resumed contact with her biological parents after her marriage.

Every year, I would give money to my biological mother, and ask my brother’s children come to Hangzhou. I couldn’t talk to her much as we don’t speak the same dialect. My mother-in-law relies on me and treats me well. I talk to my mother-in-law most among the three (foster mother, biological mother and mother-in-law). My sister-in-law says that my biological parents did not have eyes and gave the most intelligent daughter away. My old sister didn’t care for us much, but my sister-in-law cared a lot for me and my own parents. My mother-in-law always says, ‘my daughter-in-law is better than my son’. I have a good reputation in my village for looking after my foster parents well. My biological father only has 3,000 RMB of retirement allowance a month, so I buy him things. (Linyan, migrant worker)

Yufang and Shuxian also say that they give money or presents when they see their parents or in-laws, but do not carry out daily duties of care. My interview with Jinjun stalled when she started to talk about her father who had passed away when she was twenty years old. Her father had been very strict with her and her brother, but something suddenly grabbed her and she began to weep uncontrollably. After I fetched some tissue paper and returned to the room, the battery incident happened. So when we started again, my first question was ‘when you talked about your father’s death, something seemed to suddenly grip you – you couldn’t even talk. Why was this? Was it because you’d lost your father at twenty, and you still feel sad? Or was it something about your father himself?’ She replied:          

The main reason was because my father had never enjoyed a single day of happiness in his life. He was a very upright person. He helped many people to win lawsuits. Twenty people from one of the villages came to his funeral, holding a banner which said‘magnanimous heart, empty sleeves’ [心地坦荡, 两袖清风xindi tandang, liangxiu qingfeng, the connotation of this phrase was that her father is an uncorrupted cadre with a fair heart] . I think my father left the world too early, without a day of joy. When he was little, he hadn’t received much care from his parents. When he had his own family, he then had to look after both the old and young. He was a filial man, and once when my maternal grandmother was ill, he would carry her on his back to and from the hospital, every day. All the care from us children, which my father had been entitled to, is now enjoyed by my mother alone. For example, when I came abroad, I wanted my mother to come but it is too difficult for her to come alone. This is why I feel so heartbroken whenever I think of my father. My maternal grandfather lived until he was more than eighty years old. When I was in university, I earned money as a private tutor and went to my old hometown to buy food and clothes for him. He was very happy. I let him sit on a bicycle while I pushed it along. He was old and very heavy, and I had to force down the front of bicycle to prevent it from bouncing up. I think my grandfather didn't waste his care on me as I was able to reciprocate. Not like my father. My father-in-law looks after my daughter a lot now. He likes cloth shoes so when I attend business trips in Beijing, Shanghai or Hangzhou, I always look for cloth soles and leather insteps. He has no hair left, so in winter would feel very cold. I couldn’t find a suitable hat in China but I found one in the UK so I bought it for him. If my father were alive, he would have had the same care from me too. One of my classmates is in the same situation. The better living conditions we are getting , the more grief we feel for our deceased loved ones. (Jinjun, overseas woman)

We can extract the following information from Jinjun’s account: first, her grief over her father is because he had not enjoyed any of the happiness that she as a daughter would have been able to offer; secondly, the happiness would mainly have been in the form of material contributions, as indicated in what Jinjun has done for her grandfather and father-in-law; thirdly, the level of contribution differed among different parties: for example, she could offer to take her mother abroad, but buying shoes and hats for her father-in-law would suffice. She implied that she would have offered to her father the same as her mother. Jinjun’s account demonstrates a departure from the simple emotional recognition in Evans and Davis’ description of urban care, and I would argue that the line of differentiation between rural and urban areas and between material and emotional contributions is increasingly blurring in the care of the elderly today. This blurring is also echoed in Zhangna’s narrative.
  
After my mum passed away, I did not go home for three years because it brought me such sadness. If my mother was still here, everything would have been perfect. The world is not perfect because she is no longer here. I regret that I didn’t have enough time to take care of her. (Zhangna, rich man’s wife)
    
If her mother were still alive, the care that Zhangna provides would also mostly be in the form of material contributions, as presumably her mother would live in her hometown, thousands of miles away from Zhangna. As daughters, both Jinjun and Zhangna expresss sadness in that they have not been able to reciprocate their care to the sacrifices that their parents had made. Their concern raises another question: of whether daughters have a special role to play in the care of elderly.

Daughter’s role in care 

In China, as in the West, women have usually held the role of care provision for elders (Xu 1995). When investigating the issue of parental preference for living arrangements in urban families in Wuhan and Shanghai, Deborah Davis (1990) noted that in the decade prior to the economic reform, parents seemed equally concerned with the prospects of their daughters and sons; thus married daughters (including those with brothers) were frequently found to be living with their husbands in their own natal households. Similarly, parents were nearly as likely to put their daughters into their replacement (顶替dingti) option of retirement as their sons. Davis argues that these deviations from traditional practices were less a reflection of an increased preference for daughters than of the involvement of the state in hampering parental strategies for old age. Davis noticed, however, that by the late 1980s, married daughters were no longer such frequent members of their natal households. She concluded that in China, as well as in Taiwan and Hong Kong, greater economic opportunities for males meant that greater investment in sons was again a rational parental strategy.

Zhan and Montgomery (2003), on the other hand, interviewed 110 cares between 1997 and 1998 in China, and they found that first, there was an increase in the provision of care from women, regardless of the relationship that she holds with the care recipient; secondly, despite the long-standing existence of patrilocal norms that would dictate direct parental care by a daughter-in-law, daughters provided care at a level nearly equal to that of a daughter-in-law; and thirdly, daughters’ families also provided financial assistance for parents at a level that was comparable to sons’ families. 

There seems to be a contradiction between Davis, and Zhan and Montgomery’s findings. While the former argues that the care from daughters declined alongside the market economy, the latter testified to the opposite and has subsequently raised questions about the continued role of cultural values in parent care practices. The reason for this discrepancy occurred could be explained by the thirteen year difference between these two studies, given the rapidity of changes in China. My findings are closer to Zhang & Montgomery’s. Hexie and Jinjun are both happy to have daughters because daughters could be expected to provide more care to their parents when they grow up, a testimony from themselves. Evans defines this as ‘gendered characteristics to the notion and practice of filiality’ (Evans 2008: 179). Chenying has given a detailed account on this point:

Chenying: My parents were respected in their neighbourhood. They lived there until I bought the new house, and now they live with me. It has been ten years now. They have savings, and they can afford some luxury, but they are hard on themselves and generous towards their children. They separated their savings into two parts: one for me and one for my sister. When I bought the house, they gave me 200,000 yuan (equivalent of £20,000); when my sister married, they gave her the same amount. They made it clear that we don’t need to repay this. I say that I will pay them back, but my mother says, ‘if you give it back to me, I can only keep it in the bank. This money is of no use to us. We hope it can be more useful to you’. So I bought a bigger house to let them stay with me. To tell the truth, living with me may actually give them trouble, as I work away a lot of times and they have to look after my daughter. 
Lingling: Do you find it difficult to live with them?
Chenying: I feel I am indebted to my parents. Some people don’t like the word enqing (恩情gratitude feeling), but I do believe that my parents are my benefactors. They not only brought me up, they also instilled their life values in me. I will never be able to show enough gratitude to them. I realised this after I began my own family. When I had my own child, I felt that it was not easy to be a mother. On the one hand, you have to balance work and family; on another hand, you have to set up a model for your own children. Even now, my mother never eats good food. I have to pick up food for her bowl. There is a Chinese saying, baixiao shun weixian (百孝顺为先out of the one hundred filial acts, choose as your parents wish you should). If some of their habits are not good for their health, I try to persuade them to change; if I have tried without result, I leave their habits as they were. 
Lingling: What does your husband think of the arrangement of your parents living with you?
Chenying: After I married, we didn’t have a house. I lived with my parents, and my husband went abroad for five years. When he came back, we bought the new house and moved in together. Now my husband lives in Hangzhou and only comes back at weekends. He feels relieved that my parents are living with us, as they can look after the family. In this way, he doesn’t feel guilty for being away. (Chenying, cadre)

What Chenying reflected in her account is a mixture of intergenerational reciprocation and filial piety, and this reciprocation and filial support leans heavily towards her mother. For Zhangna as well, although her mother had always showed favouritism towards her older sister, she held no grudge. After her mother’s death, she did not go to see her father for three years because she blamed him for her mother’s early departure. Nevertheless, she took on the responsibility of looking after him seriously, providing monthly allowances and regular gifts, regardless of the fact that she had three brothers.

From my interview data, it seems that for the 60s generation women, looking after the elderly is no longer a gendered practice in the traditional sense. They provide physical, economical and emotional support to their parents, whether they are from urban or rural areas, and regardless of the presence of brothers and/or sisters; moreover, they have practiced filiality incorporating an intersubjective recognition of the mother. As their mother’s daughters, they would like to reciprocate their gratitude towards their mothers’ sacrifice; and as their children’s mothers, they would like to set up a model for their own children to follow. By doing this, they hope they will receive reciprocation from their children too.  
 
The myth of the mother-in-law

Poxi guanxi婆媳关系, mother-and daughter-in-law relations, is considered one of the greatest determinants of marital happiness and thus marital stability; it is also the site of the restructuring of power and social relations in the Chinese family (Erwin 2000). The daughter-in-law and mother-in-law relationship is abundantly documented in literature about Asian families (Wolf 1985; Croll 1978, 1988). The standard picture of the miserable fate that awaits the new daughter-in-law draws on a dominant Confucian view that the conjugal bond was only a distant second place to intergenerational ties (Evans 2008). In the formal structures of the patrilineal family – defined by patrilineal descent, equal inherence among sons, and virilocal marriage – the woman’s relationship with her mother-in-law was traditionally one of the most important in her life, and women continue to refer to it as one of the three relationships that were most integral to the Chinese domestic unit (Croll 1988). Maurice Freedman (1979) asserts that ‘mothers-in-law, daughters-in-law, and unmarried daughters formed a battlefield on which any daughter-in-law must fight for herself and, later, for her children’ (1979: 246).

In the contemporary Chinese households, the percentage of those living with parents-in-law is low in urban areas, but not unusual. In rural areas, the percentage is relatively high.​[97]​ None of my interviewees lived under the same roof as their parents-in-law at the time of my interview; the daily conflict that would be created within a household in a limited space was no longer evident. All of my three migrant workers had experiences of living with them earlier on in their married lives, but they never felt subordinated to their mothers-in-law. Jinjun observed that the status of daughter-in-law and mother-in-law had reversed towards a new extreme:

The daughter-in-law’s status is too high now. In rural areas, I was told that in some families with a daughter-in-law, the mother-in-law would have no life at all. Yes, in our generation, the biggest loser is the mother-in-law. When they were young, they had to respect their own mother-in-law, but when they reached the mother-in-law status themselves, they also had to look after the grandchildren, as they had lost their labour ability. If the son is doing well, the mother-in-law might get some respect, or if she had some saved money, it would also help. When I talked to my own mother-in-law, she complained that she had had a hard life when she entered her husband’s house, and had to do everything. (Jinjun, overseas woman)

Wenqiu mentioned her mother-in-law spontaneously: 

I like Jianguo’s family better than my own family, especially his parents. They have humour, and when we have meals together you can hear roars of laughter coming from the dinner table, one after the other. Now Jianguo’s father has passed away, but I go to see his mother every week, and ask her to stay at our house during our holidays. Jianguo has four sisters though and I only go to see my own mother once a month perhaps. It is unusual, isn’t it? (Wenqiu, rich man’s wife)

The fact that Wenqiu feels closer to her mother-in-law than her own mother may relate to personality, as in Linyan’s account she is closer to her mother-in-law than to both her own biological and foster mother; but given the fact Wenqiu was the only one out of my interviewees who cried out for a son, her affinity with her mother-in-law could also be a confirmation that the mother-in-law’s status is tightly linked to her son’s, as reflected in Jinjun’s account. The ordeal of daughter-in-law was generally lessened in Mao’s era due to the state promotion of gender equality and women’s participation in waged labour, but the market economy could have brought back the myth of the mother-in-law due to the revival of traditional values. If a mother-in-law’s status is built purely from their sons’ wealth or power, they could pose a threat to the wellbeing of daughters-in-law; then the care for their old age would go beyond the notions of love and reciprocation, entering into a contested field of power and interest.

Conclusion
There are fashions to everything, including love and marriage. In Western societies in the 19th century, marriage was seen primarily as a social situation. In the 20th century, the emphasis was on marriage as a relationship. The romantic ideal of marriage as an emotional bond forged by love came more to the fore (Coontz 2005). In the 21st century, Pamela Haag (2011) claims that we are entering a post-romantic age as traditional marriage imperatives have crumbled: we do not need to marry for a meal ticket, for a legitimate and fulfilling sex life, to secure social standing, to confirm non-homosexuality, to certify paternity or even to raise children. Thus the unstable romantic foundations of marriage are being revised; the status of monogamy has faltered and the postromantic metaphor of web has substituted the romantic metaphor of commitment and intimacy.
Fashions are also related to time and space. The 60s generation of Chinese women entered the romantic scene when China was just opening up to the world; the uncertainty of social change, combined with the influx of Western culture and the passion of youth, converged into a state where romantic love was the ideal. However, this fashion of love was perhaps not purely due to the influence of a 20th century Western norm; it was also associated with the traditional cultural view of women’s chastity and loyalty. Entering the increasingly globalised world of the 21st century, this generation of women is affected by the post-romantic age as well: monogamy is tainted by ernai, intimacy lost to everyday routine. My interviewees know that they have to find the strength in themselves to adjust to the constantly changing environment.
Their life stage has also dictated that this generation of women does not have the time for melancholy as they have children and the elderly to look after. Children have validated their identity as a woman, there was not much argument as to whether they needed children or not – they simply had to have a child to continue the family line. The majority of these women are no longer tangled with the question of son or daughter any more. As daughters, their support for their parents does not differ greatly from their brothers, and they provide the elderly with emotional as well as financial support. This experience of being a filial daughter could also explain why they are not so worried to have daughters themselves: the traditional Chinese way of elderly care was simply the reciprocation of care. Separate living spaces played a large role in determineing the end of the myth of the mother-in-law, yet the uneven distribution of power and wealth between women and men in the market economy could bring back the darker connotations of the mothers-in-law.















In this chapter I continue with the 60s generation women’s adult lives, focusing on the world of work where major changes have occurred as a result of the economic reforms. I analyse the reasons for women entering into or maintaining a job as well as women’s domestic work and the ‘housewifization’ trend (Mies 1998; Ochiai 2008). I begin by discussing how popular ideas of women as workers have changed over time in China. 

The most contested concepts regarding women’s position in Chinese society are nei内 and wai外, i.e. inside and outside. ‘Women rule the inside and men rule the outside’ (女主内男主外nüzhunei, nanzhuwai) is a common expression used to summarise the main distinctions between men and women’s spheres of social practice and influence. The inner sphere defined female subjectivity, as Lisa Rofel puts it: ‘Transgressing the historically variable border of inside/outside, then, meant the loss of full female personhood within one’s kinship world, which is to say within one’s social world’ (1999: 65). Margery Wolf further explains that: 

Only women who had gone out of the family and were therefore outside the rules of respectability appeared openly in the streets. These were the beggar women, the slave girls, the prostitutes, the vendors, the servants. Few women, no matter how close to starvation, made the decision to go out easily, for there was no going back. (1985: 12) 

When it came to Mao’s era, the CCP regarded women’s emancipation as a core manifestation of social liberation, and work as the only route to improve women’s status. Harriet Evans (2008) argues that the major flaw in the Party’s project of gender equality was that it simplified women’s liberation to participating in the public sphere, meanwhile failing to pay attention to the production of gender inequalities in the ‘inner’ sphere of family and domestic life. Maria Jaschok (1988) also found that the rhetoric of socialism does not guarantee women’s emancipation, and women are still struggling in the private realm where entrenched traditional oppression is ever-present.

The post-Mao reform adjusts this fault by acknowledging that personal fulfilment and domestic comfort can be promised to those who supported their husbands’ efforts for success in the new economic environment. The inner sphere was re-celebrated as the woman’s natural domain. The boundary betweem what counted as ‘women’s work’ and ‘men’s work’ was redrawn, and at the same time, the state began to shift welfare responsibility towards individuals. Thus, in place of the hardworking iron women of the previous decade, a new femininity emerged in scenes of beauty, romance, leisure, and material comfort. Sociologists in China in the 80s started to shout, ‘women should go back home’ (Zheng 1994). However, Evans warns that the revalidation of nei as ‘a legitimate sphere of women’s self-identification’ has ‘a complex range of discriminatory as well as self-affirming implications’ (2008: 105), and women’s gendered identification with the domestic sphere ‘remains at the core of the reproduction of gender hierarchy and discrimination in global as well as local contexts’ (2008: 115). 

The transitional 60s generation faced a multitude of influences: the Chinese cultural traditions that supported the subservient roles of women, the socialist tradition that supported women’s equality, and a re-emphasis on femininity for women who knew how to be women as an adjunct to the newly-risen consumerism and market economy. In the following, I will chart the terminological changes during the 60s generation’s life course in order to reflect social change.
Xianqi liangmu (贤妻良母) is one of the most quoted phrases of women’s said role and can be translated as ‘virtuous wife and good mother’. This phrase epitomises the Confucian ideal of women.​[98]​ It suggests that a woman’s energy and efforts should go towards serving her husband, her family and her children. Weeks (1989) points out that the phrase first indicates the precarious state of women’s role in the work force relative to men’s; secondly, it pressurises women with the moral responsibility to ensure harmony in the family and preservation of society – ‘the weight given this role is heavier than virtually any other aspect of their expected behaviour within the family’ (1989: 507); thirdly, it makes no reference to women’s non-domestic jobs – either to encourage their participation or to acknowledge that most women do hold jobs outside the home. She maintains that ‘the salient feature of selfless devotion and contribution to her husband’s family and to domestic duties in general remains strong in contemporary China’ (1989: 507). Research by Kim et al. (2010) supports Week’s view: 

After marriage, Chinese women are found to identify more closely with their family roles, while men identify more closely with their work roles: ‘Men are judged in the workplace and women are judged in the home’. A study conducted in Shanghai in the 1990s found that wives often valued jobs close to home that offered time flexibility and benefits, while husbands valued jobs that allowed them to utilize their skills and creativity, or provided them with meaningful work. (2010: 941)  

Gao (2010) explains that this phrase could also explain women’s lack of interest in political participation, because ‘being an official has long been seen as a male occupation, many husbands and mothers-in-law did not like women to appear to be stronger than men’ (2010: 892). Political participation required that women should not only appear in the public sphere – a departure from the role of the mother and wife, but also need to possess the ability to lead the crowd. This is in stark conflict with the idea of qianqi liangmu. Lili, one of the rich men’s wives, was discouraged from advancing her career through political participation. There was a plan in her plant to train Lili as a cadre, but it was nipped in the bud: 

I never thought about joining the party myself. There was a position for a woman cadre in our plant. Perhaps there had been no other suitable people, so they asked me to fill in a form and sign it. Several days later, some cadres from the county came to ask me what I thought about the Party. I didn’t know much. The leader knew my father and told him about my naivety. My father blamed me. My husband – then my boyfriend – asked me seriously: ‘I heard that you are joining the Party’. I said that I didn’t know but that someone had come and talked to me about it. He said, ‘I can sell you a Party membership for ten yuan as my parents are both members’. He threatened that he would discontinue the relationship if I insisted on joining the Party. (Lili, rich man’s wife) 

Ten yuan is the equivalent of one pound in sterling. That one could buy the Party membership for ten yuan was a way of saying that Party membership is worth nothing. In reality, joining the Party was one of the routes to upward social mobility (see chapter 3). By downplaying the value of the Party membership, Lili’s husband endeavoured to drag Lili out of any public involvement and pull her back to the internal sphere. What he might have feared is encapsulated in the next phrase, the opposite of xianqi liangmu, a strong masculine woman nü qiangren 女强人 – literally translated as female strong person, or superwoman. It originally came from a Hong Kong soap A house is not a home (家变, jiabian）which was produced in 1977 but broadcast in the mainland China in the 80s.​[99]​ In the story, a woman called Luolin had to take up her father’s business when he vanished after involvement in a law suit, and went on to achieve better success than him in the business. Nü qiangren defines the type of woman who focuses on her career success and achieves high status. However, nü qiangren could also imply that the woman ignores her gender and acts in a masculine way as qiangren 强人in classical Chinese means pirate. In that sense, nü qiangren is essentially a derogatory word to define a successful career woman. When the 60s generation of women entered the labour market in the 80s amidst the heat of the early reform period, a sea of opportunities were available. Job allocation by the state was not yet demolished; meanwhile, private sector employment was starting to increase apace. A popular saying xiahai (下海, going out or down to the sea) that referred to the taking up of new business opportunities or ‘leaping into the tide of private business’, was expanded to embrace more than just business opportunities. The curse of nü qiangren has brought many social pressures to bear on modern independent women, forcing them to reassess gendered job divisions. This was a departure from the androgynous iron woman (tie nüren 铁女人) of the 1950s and 60s’s, when jobs were supposedly supplied without any type of gender label and women were valued because they took the same job as a man. Although the iron woman phenomenon has turned out to be more rhetorical than realistic (Liu 2007), at least it has been remembered as the manifesto of the time. 

To soften the pressures on career women in China’s post-1980 modernisation efforts, the idea of xianqi liangmu was officially substituted by a widely publicised second model of the ideal working woman – xiandai nüren (现代女人modern woman). This model relied heavily upon an image of the well-known scientist Marie Curie. If we recall, Hexie mentioned her as the inspiration for Chinese women (see chapter four). Marie Curie’s ‘dedication to the development of science for the greater social good while still playing a supportive role in her family’ was the reason Women’s Federation leaders promoted her as a model for Chinese working women (Weeks 1989: 508). Following Mrs. Thatcher’s first visit to China in September 1982, ‘the iron lady’ was hailed as the epitome of the modern woman, who, although high in political hierarchy, still did regular things for her family such as cooking breakfast for her husband every morning.​[100]​ The promotions of Marie Curie and Mrs. Thatcher in the 1980s were not just due to the fact that there were no such role-models pre-existing in China’s traditional societal and cultural beliefs, but also because the effort of the state towards imaginings of modernity. As Rofel points out, the post-socialist Chinese state was anxious to foster ‘an awareness of global interconnections in conjunction with cultural specificity’ (1999: 280). 

Through interviewing female managers and employees working in private-sector enterprises, Wylie (2004) found that although the term ‘modern woman’ (现代女人xiandai nüren) was referred to frequently in women’s publications, it was hard to ‘gauge the reality of such representation’ (2004: 51). According to her sample, the characteristic that most identified a woman as being modern was independence (Wylie 2004). Wylie did not identify the link between generation and independence; however, as discussed in chapter 4, for the 60s generation of women, independence was doubly pronounced through their earlier life experiences and through the force of individualism (Yan 2010b) in their youth. In 1989, the Sixth National Women’s Congress was officially promoting women’s ‘self-development’ for the first time, which has been defined as ‘the strengthening of the principles of women’s four ‘selfs’ – self-respect, self-confidence, self-reliance and self-improvement’ (Croll 1995: 150). For the 60s generation women, their earlier life experiences of parents’ absence was in the same context as that of socialist women – work was regarded ‘a measure of emancipation, liberation or equality’ (Croll 1995: 117). Growing up in this environment, it seems logical for the 60s generation of women to regard the acquirement of a job as their first goal in life. 

Entering the Job Market





Knowledge is a tool which allows leverage of social change and economic development (Drucker 1993). In China as well as in other parts of the world, one of the most important reasons for the changes in employment has been the increase in educational qualifications gained by women. The better qualified a woman is, the more likely she would be in employment – that is, there is a clear relationship between level of education and propensity to paid work (Walby 1997). John Bauer et al. analysed the connections between education and employment in 1992 in China, concluding that ‘educational attainment is not only an indicator of social status itself, but is also linked to employment opportunities and occupational status’ (Bauer et al. 1992: 335). A lack of education translates into a lack of the skills and credentials needed for upward social mobility. Without educational credentials, women like Linyan and Yufang are poorly positioned as adults to take advantage of the opportunities associated with the transition economy (see chapter 4). 





Table 2 First educational qualification and first job
Group	Name	Year of birth	First educational  qualification 	First job
Woman cadre	Wangyue	1962	Dazhuan Diploma in Youth League Education	Officer in the Provincial Youth League Federation 
	Chenying	1969	BA in Environment	Officer in the county level Youth League Federation
	Mingzhu	1968	Dazhuan Diploma in Law	Secretary in a factory 
Rich man’s wife	Zhengna	1963	Dazhuan Diploma in Education	Teacher in a normal school 
	Wenqiu	1962	BA in Law	Officer in a county law office
	Lili	1963	Senior secondary school (equivalent of A-Level)	Worker in a plant
Overseas woman	Yuanlian	1966	BA in Accountancy	Assistant Accountant in a municipal airport
	Jinjun	1969	Dazhuan diploma in Education	Political tutor in a Normal college
	Hexie	1962	BA in Optics	Technical supporter in a factory
Migrant worker	Linyan	1961	Primary school 	Sales assistant for kitchen cabinets in a small company
	Yufang	1964	Senior secondary school (equivalent of A-Level)	Factory worker
	Shuxian	1968	Three years of junior secondary school (equivalent of GCSE level)	Farm worker

Most of them did not stop at the first educational qualification. To maintain a job or to gain promotion, one had to continuously aim higher. Shu and Bian (2003) analysed the gender gap in wages in China and found that the portion of the wage gap due to differences in education and occupational segregation increased between 1988 and 1995, while the portion that were affiliated with a party membership or the state economic sector had deceased during the same time period of market reform. For those who only had the Dazhuan diploma, the next step would be an undergraduate degree, and if that was not enough, a Master’s degree. The table below shows their qualifications and current job at the time of my interview. There is a directly positive correlation between the two, with the only exception being Hexie, whose case I will explain later in this chapter.

Table 3 Educational qualification and job at the time of interview
Group	Name	Year of birth	Educational  qualification at thetime of interview	Job at the time of interview
Woman cadre	Wangyue	1962	BA in Education	Deputy head at Provincial Television 
	Chenying	1969	MA in Civil Management	Head of County Tourist Bureau
	Mingzhu	1968	MA in Civil Management	Deputy head of State-owned Assets Regulatory Committee 
Rich man’s wife	Zhengna	1963	Dazhuan Diploma in Education	Housewife
	Wenqiu	1962	MA in Tax management	Officer in Provincial Tax Bureau
	Lili	1963	Senior secondary school (equivalent of A-Level)	Housewife
Overseas woman	Yuanlian	1966	BA in Accountancy	Assistant Accountant in a private-enterprise
	Jinjun	1969	MA in English 	Associate Professor in a Normal University 
	Hexie	1962	PhD in Semiconductors	Cashier in an Asian supermarket 
Migrant worker 	Linyan	1961	Primary school 	Sales assistant for kitchen cabinets in B&Q, China’s Hangzhou branch
	Yufang	1964	Senior secondary school (equivalent of A-Level)	Tailor
	Shuxian	1968	Junior secondary school (equivalent of GCSE level)	Part-time farm worker and part-time builder’s helper
The acquirement of higher educational qualifications often involved the sacrifice of time with their families and the uphill struggle of learning itself after leaving study for a length of time. Both Chenying and Mingzhu had to come to the UK for their Master’s degree, which was subsidised by the Hangzhou municipal government. Every cadre at their level wanted to gain one of these places, as it was not only paid for, but would also guarantee a promotion upon their return to China. The competition to obtain a place on the course was fierce. After passing various levels of approval, they were summoned to stay in a university for three months to prepare an English exam. If they did not pass the entry exam, they would not be able to join the course. Cheying said:

I was the third oldest in the class, the youngest was eight years younger than me. I had graduated from my BA seventeen years ago, so I had huge problems in trying to pick up English. My parents were a helpful influence: try your best and don’t worry. A month before the English entry exam, I couldn’t carry on; I was at the very verge of giving up. I felt that I had made no progress. With encouragement from my classmates, however, and seeing my work colleagues busy with their work, I thought I would feel guilty if I did not get in. (Chenying, cadre)

Wenqiu gave me a detailed account about her desire to obtain further qualifications and the obstacles she encountered in the process:

In 1996, there was a notification from the National Tax Bureau saying that provincial officers had the opportunity to attend postgraduate study in Renming University in Beijing. I was hesitant to apply as my daughter was only ten years old. One of my younger colleagues said, ‘why not? How do you know you would be selected anyway even if you applied? It would be your problem if you don’t apply, it’s someone else’s problem if they don’t select you.’ I thought he had a point. If I didn’t apply, it would mean that I was not striving to make progress and that I had no desires to do better. So I applied and went on to a business trip. When I came back, my boss told me to attend the entrance exam. I then wanted to withdraw, but my boss said that the decision had been made in the bureau meeting and therefore could not be changed. I went to Beijing and had one month’s training before the exam. It was extremely hard. We needed to take an English exam. I couldn’t understand English. Another person who had the same problem walked away from the training. I called my boss, ‘I want to leave because I don’t understand anything, there is no way that I will be able to pass’. My boss said, ‘don’t worry if you don’t pass, it doesn’t matter’. Despite my persistant pleas, I couldn’t withdraw. During our training, each room in the dormitory was shared by three people. We studied until midnight in the classroom everyday, and after that the other two would go back to the room to continue their study. With the lights on, I couldn’t sleep. I wasn’t my normal self during the training. In the exam there was an essay worth 20% of total marks, but I couldn’t understand the meaning of the title so I had to leave it blank. I thought that I had no hope of getting in. Three months later, in April, an interview notification arrived, which meant my exam had passed! I went to Beijing again for the interview. I checked my marks and my English was just on the acceptance line: 45%. I went through the interview without any difficulities. The Master’s degree consisted of two years of study. It was very hard. I cried twice. In the first year, we had to pass English with 70%. Many of us cried together. From primary school to university, I had never cried for my study grade before. Now that I was 37, I was crying. How funny! In second year, we needed 80% to pass, and I cried again. After graduating, my status in danwei changed. These opportunities had been there before and some of my other colleagues had attended the exams, but no one had ever been accepted. I was the first one. Before the Master’s degree, I had been quiet in danwei because my speciality was about law, but I now had knowledge of taxes and I felt like I was more able to fit in. Everyone now knew me. It helped with my career and promotion later on. Now I am in the Law department of the provincial tax bureau. (Wenqiu, rich man’s wife)

The migrant worker has made no significant progress in their job application because they lacked educational qualifications, and their marginal status in the society and financial struggle in life meant that they had no means to further their education. Higher qualification became their life inspiration, as Linyan said:
 
I like challenges at work. My ideal job would perhaps be a manager in some danwei, but this is impossible. I don’t have the educational certificates or skills. If I had, I would open up my own shop, unrestricted by the others. I don’t have any big goals, but I believe that whatever I do, I can do well. (Linyan, migrant worker)

Guanxi      





Guanxi is a combination of two Chinese characters: guan 关and xi 系. Guan 关 means door, gate, or pass, and its extended meaning is ‘to close up’; xi 系 means to tie up and extends to relationships. The concept of guanxi can be defined as a personal tie activated by continual exchange of favor, obligation, loyalty, friendship, and affection, the rough equivalent of ‘relation’ or ‘relationship’. In a social context, however, guanxi’s meaning and significance go beyond any dictionary definition. 

Guanxi is rooted in Confucianism, where family and social context defines individual, different from the Western view in which the individual defines his context. Bian and Ang argue that ‘unlike Christianity, which puts individuals in reference to God, Confucianism relates individuals to their significant others, such as father and uncle in the family, and teacher and master in one’s career developments. This lays both the abstract and the concrete foundations for guanxi to operate in Chinese societies’ (1997: 3). From the theoretical view, guanxi refers to ‘a special informal institution that governs and facilitates a privileged access to particularistic reciprocal favors via strong dyadic ties’ (Li 2004: 5). As an informal institution based on informal ties operated in informal modes (e.g., morality and affection), guanxi is related to other key informal institutions (such as kinship and friendship), different from formal institutions (such as law, market and hierarchy) by formal modes (such as contract, price and fiat) (Fei, 1992; Li, 2003; Yang, 1994). A Chinese individual with a problem, personal or organizational, naturally turns to his or her guanxiwang (relationship network) for help. An individual is not limited to his own guanxiwang, but may tap into the networks of those with whom he or she has guanxi. Indeed, the expression ‘duo yige guanxi, duo yitiao lu’(多一个关系, 多一条路; one more connection offers one more road to take) really says it all (Seligman 1999:34-5). 
The usages of guanxi in Chinese social interactions can be practiced at least in three levels. First, guanxi indicates the existence of a relationship between people who share a status group or are related to a common person. People in this type of guanxi may never come in contact with one another, but when they do, they start with a common identification that recognizes the preexisting relationship. A second usage of guanxi refers to actual connections or contact between people. How often they are in contact, how well they know each other, or how much they like each other reflect their degree of guanxi. These expressions refer to guanxi as direct social ties, with an emphasis on their strength and intimacy. The third usage of guanxi refers to people with whom one has had a strong connection. This type of guanxi is bound by strong mutual obligations mingled with affections (Li 2004). In reality, these three usages of guanxi can be utilized together to reach a goal. For example, Jung Chang’s mother had operated through all three types of guanxi to get Chang to the UK (see chapter 2). That is why Chang sighs with emotion that ‘the way to get things done now was through personal connections’ and ‘even when the official channel worked, the personal connection was still essential to make sure things went smoothly and to avoid potential disaster’ (Chang 2003: 459). The ability to orchestrate the entire network, like Chang’s mother, is what Chang called resourceful.

Mayfair Mei-hui Yang (1994) is one of the few scholars who have analyzed guanxi in a feminist way. She argues that guanxi as practiced in China is perceived in the West as a feminine practice ‘because it revolves around obligations and responsibilities, whereas typically masculine, individualistic behavior more closely represents the individualism of the West’. The relational nature of guanxi in China marks it as ‘feminine’, in opposition to the West’s ‘separation and independence of the individual’ (Yang 1994: 192-3). However, guanxi is not a unique feature of Chinese society; it exists to some extent in every society. Even in the most advanced industrialized societies, informal networks play an important role in maintaining political order and facilitating economic activities, not to mention providing social cohesion (Li 2003, 2004). What is special about Chinese society is the fact that guanxi is ubiquitous and plays a crucial role in daily life and is systematically developed as the principle for social and political survival, advantage, and success. Although networking and building relationships are important to political or business success everywhere in the world, Chinese people have a much more intensive preoccupation with relationship-building and more consistently deem it one of the most important principles of success. 

The art of guanxi at work

To illustrate the ubiquitous and critical role guanxi plays in employment opportunity and career development for the 60s generation women, I will categorize their accounts in three stages: entering a job, changing a job and maintaining a job. 

Mingzhu graduated in 1989, one month after the Tiananmen Square crackdown. Female graduate students were not as welcome as in the early 1980s. She recalls:

In 1989 I graduated from Dazhuan, majored in Law. That year the job allocation was difficult. Not necessarily the result of the 1989 Tiananmen movement. Women’s employment was starting to show difficulty, not as easy as men. Maybe the situation was not as bad as now. I went straight to an enterprise as secretary, through my father’s friend’s recommendation. There were more than ten female students in my class. Apart from me, they were all allocated jobs at the county level. In my class, only two were allocated in Hangzhou, one female, one male. My father worked in a Provincial oil company, an accountant; my mother in Hangzhou TV factory. (Mingzhu, cadre)

Although Mingzhu’s job allocation was through the network of guanxi, she at least had educational credentials. Lili, on the other hand, gave up schooling and does not hide the fact that she was the benefactor of guanxi.

After I graduated from the senior secondary school, I couldn’t take the Zhongzhuan exam. I had to take the Dazhuan exam. My father was away on a business trip for a whole month. My mother was very worried. I was depressed and couldn’t concentrate on study. I ended up going back home after only half a semester. My teachers asked me to go back several times but I didn’t. When my father came back, he was very angry and only said two lines: ‘How can you just decide not to study?’ and ‘How can you be worthy of people who care about you?’ I stayed at home for some time, and then went to help building a road with a relative; a month later, I earned 8 yuan in total. That was in 1980. The village and town enterprises were opening and prospering at that time, and I entered a cement plant, working in a laboratory. I was only 18 years old. This was due to my father – he knew people; he was the Village Party Committee Secretary. My residence was still rural, but my job was of a laboratory assistant. That was the happiest time of my life. I worried about nothing. I once told my skilled master that ‘we are the luckiest and most blessed people in the world’. I checked the cement to see how strong it was in order to decide the class of the cement. We stayed in a room that had the constant temperature, no matter whether it was summer or winter. You know how hot the summers were then, and how cold the winters were. We were so comfortable in that room. Our workload was minimal. We were clean. There was a saying that ‘there are princesses in the laboratory and princes in the machinery maintenance workshop’. The plant was the best enterprise in the village. (Lili, rich man’s wife)

Although the lack of education for migrant workers meant that their job was far from ideal, their chances of coming to the city were nevertheless all through personal connections:

I learnt to be a seamstress at 18 in 1984, and entered the clothes factory at 20. I earned 100 yuan a month, which was not bad at that time. I did the upper end of the work, assembling the collars together. People admired me for earning so much. I submitted all my earning to my parents and left nothing for myself. I came to Hangzhou at 21 years old. My younger brother introduced me. He had been working in a clothes factory here already. He was introduced by one of our relatives. My husband and I obtained the janitor’s job through a friend. It is very difficult to get a rent-free room in Hangzhou, even if it is tiny. (Yufang, migrant worker)

My husband used to work for a kitchen cupboard manufacturer and they had a business link with B&Q. I was introduced to my work by someone my husband is friendly with. (Linyan, migrant worker)

Guanxi’s role in changing a job is not to be underestimated. Zhangna was allocated to a normal school in her home county after her diploma, but her husband was in Hangzhou. It was a momentous task for her to get a job in Hangzhou: first, it was a cross-province manoeuvre, so she needed a residence quota for the household registration (hukou); secondly, she was trained as a teacher and the government heavily subsidised her university study. It was stipulated that no teachers could change their professions unless under extraordinary circumstances; thirdly, Zhangna had a Dazhuan diploma, not a BA degree, which meant she was not on the desired list in Zhejiang Province – an economically highly developed coastal region. Zhangna’s only valid reason was that they had married for three years and had a child. However, not until she had resigned from her teaching job and stayed in Hangzhou for more than one year did she finally land a job in a national magazine as an administrator. Her husband was a well-known painter and it was rumoured that her husband’s paintings through guanxi that then opened the doors for her job transfer. I asked her about this, but her reply stopped with ‘it was very difficult and took my husband three years’. Thus her husband’s endeavours to change her job cemented her life-long gratefulness to him: 

No matter what happens, I will always thank him for going through so many difficulties. (Zhangna, rich man’s wife)

Wenqiu was in a similar situation after her graduation. She and her husband were allocated to two different places. Her husband was in Hangzhou and she was in a county. They were about a three hours’ coach journey apart, and met once a month. 

We married on 1st May 1986 when I was 23. I wanted to join him because we were in different places – he was in Hangzhou and I was in Jiangde [a county town]. If we married quickly, we could queue at the front because at that time if you wanted to go to Hangzhou, you needed a quota. Another reason was that the danwei he was allocated to would allow us to have a room, but only if we married. After the marriage ceremony, I went back to Jiande. I became pregnant immediately after. We thought about having an abortion. If we didn’t have the child then, we would have it later, maybe three years later. We decided against it and I gave birth at my parents’ house. When my daughter was one month old, I went to stay with my husband’s family. I then came to Hangzhou and didn’t go back to work for ten months. Jianguo tried all his guanxi in order to get me a temporary transfer in 1988. Then luck came. In 1990 Jianguo worked with the Tax bureau. One of the deputy heads appreciated Jianguo’s work and asked him to join their danwei. Jianguo introduced me. Although my degree was in Law and the new danwei dealt with Tax, I learnt fast. (Wenqiu, rich man’s wife)
  
Guanxi is not only valid in entering and changing a job, it is also important in maintaining a job and progressing in a career. Navigating guanxi can make or break a career. Chenying thought that she was actually not that suitable to be a cadre, as this position required constantly reaching out to establish a network of guanxi. 

I keep myself distant from society. My job is to market the tourist industry; I have to communicate with other companies. But my personal life circle is small, I don’t have many friends. The friends I have are very loyal. I don’t like socialising. If I could avoid social occasions, I would. I am not that ambitious. Because of my personality, I don’t think I will climb that high. (Zhenying, cadre)

Because of the difficulty Zhangna felt in the workplace, she did not want to go back. She resigned reluctantly from her job due to the complex nature of guanxi:

I don’t like trying to read people’s expressions and trying to behave accordingly. Danwei is a social web of guanxi, but there’s nothing like that at home. I am not good at observing others as I am too honest. Before I resigned, the danwei was in the process of decline. You couldn’t learn or progress there. Although I moved to the Editorial department at the end, I felt so suppressed, as my transcripts had been edited to such a degree that they were nothing like my own writing. If you do a job well, you shouldn’t be treated like this. I therefore started to think about resigning. (Zhangna, rich man’s wife) 

Living and working in a Western culture could mean that the overseas group is the least concerned with guanxi. However, the lack of it has also caused resentment. Hexie was only 29 years old when she became in charge of one of most important scientific research projects of the 1980s. She was a high achiever compared to her peers in China. 

After I graduated my Master’s degree in Molecular Physics in 1989, I started working on the project of 863 – China’s highly technological project in laser weapon research. In March 1986 Deng Xiaoping opened the National Technology Conference and announced this project. It was a multi-billion dollar investment from the government, and still continues today in China. The person who was in charge of the project going abroad; he handed over the job to me. I was only 29, but was in charge of the project of providing laser, microwave technological analysis to national experts. I was promoted to associate professor by jumping the rank at 30. This was rare in China. I was in charge of more than 10 people. We had special funding from the government: 100,000 yuan (equivalent of £10,000 in 2011), a large amount at that time. And we had annual meetings etc. I managed that funding between 1990 and 1995. In 1993, I was received by Jiang Zeming in People’s Hall. I had a very high status then as this was and still is a very important project in China. (Hexie, overseas woman)

Because she had achieved a great deal in her job, she was awarded a China-Britain scholarship to come to the UK in 1998; subsequently she received another scholarship and stayed for a PhD. 

Before I finished my PhD, I got a job offer from the Marconi Company in February 2001, the then biggest telecommunication company in the world. But my supervisor wouldn’t let me go. I stayed until October and then joined Marconi. Since then, I have helped to design a controllable semiconductor; this is still the most advanced telecommunication technology in the world to date. Then, after 9.11 in 2003, when the economic depression started, our company started to reduce the staff. After finishing that project, our research group was cut. The capitalist system in the West is very bad. If the company thinks you are useless after the project, you are done. After our research, the product was put into production, but as researchers, we were of no use any more. (Hexie, overseas woman)





Educational qualifications and guanxi apart, there is another crucial element which my interviewees all seem to agree upon – meritocracy: to be good at what you are doing. If a group of people have the same qualification and the same level of guanxi as you, what makes you stand out are the grades from your studies or correspondingly, the level of success you have achieved in your job.

When I asked Jinjun why the college immediately offered her a job after she graduated, she said that:

It was done strictly according to our study grades. They added together all the marks from three years, which counted as 60%, and other activities were counted as 40%, including awards. I was top of the class. I think the allocation was fair, as my head of department’s daughter was in the same class as me but she was allocated to a suburban secondary school. There were about 120 students in our year; I got the best place. My job was the departmental political tutor and in charge of a first-year class. I was very happy. (Jinjun, overseas woman)

Chenying had trouble finding a place before graduation, but her consistency won her a place at the end:

It was difficult. No one wanted me because of my degree in Environment. In the early 1990s, it seemed that no one in China cared about the environment. Now I come back to my mother’s saying that ‘effort is never wasted’. At that time the Youth League in Yuhang county wanted people; my personal file was in the Personnel department. The record in my file was good. There were twenty files inspected; after checking and interviewing, I was chosen. Some people are opportunists; I am not. I believe in the idea that effort is never wasted. I graduated in July 1992 and was selected in September. During these two months, I constantly went to the library. In 1998, the environmental department was established and I went there. I switched to the science department in 2002. Then, in 2006, I changed to the tourist department. The changes of department gave me a chance to be trained as a cadre. (Chenying, cadre)

Chenying was very confident that her strength landed her the higher position, and so was Mingzhu:

Wherever I am, I will always do my best. I have been in four or five different workplaces now. The middle-layer of cadres like me has the opportunity to do training at different places, so I have had the chance to work in different places. Every workplace likes me; they think I am not threatening. The boss likes me because I do solid work; colleagues like me because I don’t compete for fame and gain. (Chenying, cadre)

My attitude is to finish tasks to the best of my ability. The pursuit of perfection is my strength. When I am given a task, I always strive to finish it to perfection. People see me as a reliable character – when they give me a task they can rest assured that it is in safe hands. I normally won’t disturb people with lots of questions unless I am in real trouble and can’t finish it by myself. I often reflect on what I have done. I am good at observing things and absorbing other people’s strong points. I was a secretary and worked in personnel. My job involved a lot of contact with people, such as people appealing for help. I asked people to retire early, and people didn’t want to. How do you deal with people? Your language should be used differently with different people. (Mingzhu, cadre)





The Struggle between Work and Family

The official advocacy of Marie Curie and the traditional model of xianqi liangmu have led to ambiguity about where women should focus their energy. Weeks (1989) interviewed cadres in the All Women’s Federation, and it seems that these cadres all agreed that the modern Chinese women must try to be both a ‘virtuous wife and good mother’ and Marie Curie, or ‘use two shoulders to hold up half the sky’. Each woman must somehow find the balance between her job and her domestic duties, regardless of the difficulty of accommodating to this model. The 2011 International Symposium on women’s survival and development was held in Shangdong Women’s College in October 2011. Professor Xu Liping from Shangdong Women’s College argues that there is a dilemma of being a modern woman who not only needs to fight like a man in the workplace but is also expected to be a virtuous wife and kind mother at home. Over the past century, women have been pursuing gender equality; now men and women have finally achieved equality in the workplace but equality does not show at home. Thus modern women feel tired because they have to take on a double burden.​[101]​

When the concept of xiandai nüren (modern women) was released in the 1980s, the 60s generation women started to enter the job market and family life, they were the first generation of Chinese women who were rhetorically demanded to shoulder the double burden of work and family. On one hand, the search for independent strength or worth and control of their destiny made the 60s generation of women value work opportunities above all. Hexie, being an owner of two-mortgage-free houses who has enough savings, does not mind working in a supermarket as a cashier after losing her high-profile job because she admits that the guilt of not working would bother her if she just stayed at home:

This is a generational thing. My father was always going away to re-education camp. My mother looked after my sister and I by herself, but she never missed one day’s work and attended all the evening meetings as well. My mother has definitely passed her work ethic on to me. If I don’t work, I feel I am wasting my life. (Hexie, overseas woman)

On the other hand, the market economy has also begun to commodify a multitude of desires, and conjugal love, marriage and motherhood were regarded as ‘the most important means by which women could fulfil and express their basic feminine needs and desires’ (Rofel 1999: 236). However, there is a generational difference in addressing this desire. In her research, Elizabeth Croll finds that women around the age of 40 are almost oblivious of themselves as they have lost their self to either their husbands or their children. The quotes from her interviewees were astonishing: ‘My love for my daughter surpasses my love for myself’ and ‘to bring up a son, a sixth-grade pupil, I’m willing to sacrifice myself’ (Croll 1995: 161). Considering her research was conducted before 1995, women around the age of 40 then would be of the 50s generation. Liu Jieyu in her research on the 50s generation also points out this is a generation who have poured their emotional investment to their families and particularly children as they missed the chances of proper education themselves (Liu 2007). In my study of the 60s generation I started to see a slightly different picture. Women are still heavily investing their emotion and time in their children,​[102]​ but there is also an awakening sense of self in the process, especially among the better-educated women.

Jinjun stayed in the UK for a year as a Hanban teacher; when the time came to decide whether to stay for another year as tenure can be two years if wished, she hesitated. Between February, when she planned to stay, and May when she finally left, she changed her mind at least three times. This was a struggle between her heart and mind, between her self-development and her daughter’s education. Her daughter was 13 years old in 2010, and was going to sit the entrance exam for junior secondary school in 2011. A secondary school with a top league ranking would guarantee a place at a good university. If she were not there, she could not trust that her husband would have the time or focus to her daughter’s revision and exams; she feared that her daughter would do badly in the entrance exam. It seemed that her staying another year in the UK would have serious repercussions on her daughter’s future. Yet, to obtain the position of a Hanban teacher was an once in a life time opportunity, and she had to: first, be elected by her university; secondly, pass the Hanban selection exam; thirdly, attend the two months training in another part of China without seeing her family once; and finally, wait to be selected by a university outside China. It took her two years to finally arrive in the UK; therefore, she desperately wanted to stay for another year. Torn between her daughter and herself, in the end she gave up and went back to China in June 2010. Her contacts with me afterwards revealed that the struggle never ceased and at times she even regretted the decision of returning home. 

In her email of 04/08/2010, she wrote: 

Last night I dreamt about returning Nottingham again. I shouted out loud in my dream because my room has been occupied by another teacher and I was woken by my own shouting. These days I mainly stay at home and help my daughter with her studies. Early morning and late afternoon I take a walk with my dog – a new member of my family. It is cute but sometimes barked too loud, anyhow my daughter and I are happy with the dog. More important change it brings is that my daughter transfer her attention from the pop stars to it. So all my extra housework is deserved. (Jinjun, overseas woman)

In her email of 09/11/2010, she wrote: 

So long a time not hearing from you, but I am thinking of you all the time. How is the weather there? I'd fully come back to my life right now: get up at 6:30, cook and send my daughter to the school and arrive my office at 7:20, I teach 12 hours a week, and do other administrative jobs like having a meeting, attending a speech contest and so on.​[103]​ (Jinjun, overseas woman)
Her dream about Nottingham and the wondering about the weather were clearly not words of courtesy. For a long time since her marriage, she had finally found some time for herself in Nottingham: she could concentrate on her research, and concentrate on shopping for herself – she claimed that she had bought enough clothes to last her for the next five years. The freedom of life without the restraint of daily responsibility for the others was short-lived and that was what made it so precious for her and why she cherished it so much. Upon her return, her sense of self was not demolished; she reported to me that she was applying for research funding and planned to send her daughter to boarding school in another city. 

Although Yuanlian, the dependent of an overseas scholar in the UK, regards looking after her family – husband and son – as her principle job, she is never content with just this job. She has a list of attempts to crack the labour market in the UK. She became a cleaner two months after arriving in the UK, getting up at 5am each morning to clean in pubs. She attended evening classes every weekday evening to improve her English, plus four hours a week in the day time to learn the Bible with Jehovah’s Witnesses. She registered at the Open University for an accountancy course, and worked three days a week for a small company as an assistant accountant as well as working as a full-time accountant for another company. It took her eight years to reach the final position. She could have stayed at home as a middle-class housewife as her husband had a stable job in the university, but she did not think that housework alone completed her as a person. However, this relentless pursuit of self-realisation could cause conflict with the children in the family. Hexie, who came to the UK to pursue postgraduate study, left her daughter in China for nearly five years. When she felt settled, her daughter – at thirteen years old – came to join her. By that time, Hexie had divorced from her first husband – the father of her daughter – and lived with her second husband. She describes the next five years’ life after her daughter’s arrival as hell.

She would pick on everything and anything to start a fight. She did not like to go to school because of the pressure of the language barrier and she would not eat. She was 5”6 tall but weighed only 6 stone, on the verge of anorexia. She cut herself. And she didn’t allow me to come into her room. (Hexie, overseas woman)

We were sitting in her daughter’s room when I recorded Hexie’s interview. The room was dark even in the day light. Her daughter was in university. 

Without the help of my second husband, I would not have been able to go through this. I would have killed myself already. She acted like that because she thought I was the one who should be blamed for the loss of everything she had: her father, her familiar home. Every summer she would go back to Beijing to see her father. She seemed to not want to understand that the conflict between her father and me was already neck-deep before we split. She missed the time her father held her hand to walk her to and from school while I was in the UK. She would explode suddenly: ‘Where were you then?’ (Hexie, overseas woman)

The career-consciousness of the 60s generation of women is in stark conflict with the interests of family and children. The struggle between internal and external work affects every group. Mingzhu depicted a daily routine of being a modern woman:

After having a child in 1999, I was already a director in the enterprise. So I let my mother-in-law look after her. I took her back home every week. When she started kindergarten, my mother-in-law lived with us too. When she was in the third grade of kindergarten, I thought that this should be a character building period for her; a little child should not be spoilt, so my husband and I looked after her ourselves. I found a kindergarten near my workplace which offered dinner, so she would have dinner there first. At 5:30pm, I stopped my work and collected her and went back to my workplace to finish more work, and then we would go home together. When I was in China, although I was home after work, my mind would spin with things that happened in the workplace or think about things that needed to be sorted out. (Mingzhu, cadre)

Striking a balance between work and family and making the two opposing facets of fulfilment is the dilemma of modern women across the world. Although the 60s generation of Chinese woman has yet to find a perfect solution, they know that whatever they do, they should never lose their self. Only by establishing their own self worth can their niche in the society be cemented.

Full-time Housewife: Jiatingfunü and Quangzhitaitai

So far I have explored the 60s generation women’s work outside of the home. I will now examine women whose work takes place in the often unaccounted-for sector, specifically, household work. Ochiai points out that ‘easily left out of the “labour force” are people who pursue economic activities in the so-called informal sector as their household labour tends to be “under-reported” and “invisible” ’ (Ochiai 2008a: 26). Only two out of my twelve interviewees were full-time housewives at the time of my interview although another was toying with the idea of giving up her job. The seemingly invisible and minority group of housewives has been made glaringly visible by the new concept of quanzhitaitai, which, in terms of social change, has been closely linked to the 60s generation of women. In this section, I will first trace the change and evolution of terminologies to expose the ideology behind quanzhitaitai as in China every word has to be politically correct before it can be circulated in the media. This will be followed by a discussion as to what quanzhitaitai means to all concerned parties, and finally I will ask what a woman does and how she feels when becoming a quanzhitaitai.

From jiatingfunü to quangzhitaitai

In Mao’s era, the housewife was called jiatingfunü 家庭妇女. Jiating means family, and funü means woman. Many scholars (Wang Z. 1999; Croll 1995; Barlow 1994) have dissected the word funü, which they think constitutes a genealogy. Barlow points out that ‘eighteenth-and nineteenth century funü/kinswomen and Maoist funü/woman are linked tangentially. Only in relation to modern nüxing/woman did the old compound funü relinquish its previous connection to female kin and relocate itself as a state category representing all Chinese women, rather than merely one’s own kin’ (Barlow 1994: 254). Exploring late imperial Chinese discourse in the eighteenth-century scholar Chen Hongmou’s work, Barlow (1994) finds that when fu夫 (persons, sages, women of rank) are in the jia家 (lineage unit, family) they are nü女 (female, woman, daughter); when they marry they are fu妇 (wives), and when they bear children they are mu母 (mothers).​[104]​ 

There is an apparent missing link in these terminologies – there is no word for a woman who is not at home and not married, in another word, a woman who leaves home but before marriage. In modern Chinese language,​[105]​ two-syllable words often substitute the classic one-syllable words, the purpose of which is to make the meaning of each word clearer and in greater accordance with colloquial language. Thus, the above one-syllables all become two-syllables: jia家 – jiating家庭, nü女 – nü’er女儿, fu妇 – funü妇女, mu母 – muqing母亲. In the construction of a two-syllable word, the two charaters are paralleled to emphasize one meaning. From this lineage or linkage, it is clear that funü is meant as ‘married woman’; therefore, the revolutionary adoption of funü referring to all women became disassociated from the traditional meaning of funü as married women. The result is that the word funü has a greater capacity when linked with official language such as quangguo funülianhehui 全国妇女联合会 (Women’s Federation, literally would be translated into English as ‘National Women’s United Committee’) and sanba funüjie三八妇女节 (May 8th Women’s Day), but in colloquial language people would carry on with the original meaning of funü. The official language is sometimes also tangled with traditional use, and one good example is the word jiatingfunü家庭妇女 (housewife, a literal translation would be family married woman), where funü is referred to married women. As I discussed above, in the revolution period the government and Party officials pushed policies to secularise family life and simplify domestic rituals, emphasising women’s role in the public sphere in accordance with Engels’ prescription for the achievement of gender equality. Women’s work and employment was synonymous of women’s emancipation. For someone who is willing to stay at home while work opportunities were plenty, the word of housewife became negatively connoted with subordinate, backward and feudal.​[106]​ The overtly close use of jiating and funü jointly in the official language makes funü even more attached with domesticity. Therefore, if someone calls an unmarried woman funü, it would be utterly insulting as the unspoken word is that ‘you are like a married, house-trapped woman, both physically and psychologically.’ Even married women would avoid being called funü because of its affinity with jiatingfunü. As Wang Zheng recalls, ‘jiating funü’ (housewife) was a term ‘disdained as a conservative emblem of the feudal past; thus acquired such derogatory connotations that one could not utter this word without contempt’ (Wang Z. 2001: 28). In this light, the new class of housewife had to be rebranded, and this is where we find quangzhitaitai全职太太. 

The widespread use of taitai太太 to mean Mrs started in the earlier twentieth century, reserved for the wives of middle-class families.​[107]​ During Mao’s era, it was contested as bourgeois, like the word nüxing女性​[108]​ for women, and therefore dropped out of the official language. In Taiwan, Hong Kong and among other overseas Chinese communities though, taitai was and is still used to refer to wives. In mainland China, the official language for wife is qizi妻子 and the popular form is airen爱人. Where qi 妻is an old usage of wife, airen is an existing term but redesigned to use interchangeably for both husband and wife. Airen literally means loved person or lover. Elizabeth Croll asserts that this new language in Mao’s era, aiming at establishing new androgynous categories inclusive of both female and male, was part of the Party’s effort to reduce gender difference and hierarchy in the interests of equality and sameness (Croll 1995: 70).

The revival of taitai follows the reform timescale. At the beginning, it was only used on occasions where overseas Chinese were present to adapt to their mode of address for politeness. Gradually, it moved to the business circle when the mention of wives was necessary. Later on in the 1990s, taitai had expanded its usage circle to the ordinary people when a wife needs to be introduced in social occations; at the same time, qizi and airen are still widely applied officially and colloquially. Yet, because of taitai’s original meaning and its link with the overseas Chinese and business circle, it does seem to be a more glamorous term compared to qizi or airen, although for ordinary women, trials are still needed to get used to the term taitai. I remember that the first time myself was addressed as taitai probably in 1994, I felt utterly uncomfortable. The image of taitai to me was a qipao-wearing, husband-pleasing, dinner-party-hosting, elegant yet solicitous subordinate being – like those characters that appeared in many films about the bourgeois life in pre-1949; and I was none of those things. The compulsory use of the husband’s surname before taitai made the matter worse. Post-1949 Chinese women all keep their own family name after marriage. I felt suddenly secondary to someone. My response to get myself out of this discomfort was a hasty addition of ‘my name is …’ to push away my entitlement to taitai. Nevertheless, the connotation of taitai as glamorous, leisurely and subordinate married women has equipped the word well in advance for its adoption as a new class of housewife quangzhitaitai. 

Now comes to the interesting surplus quanzhi – full-time, what is the rhetoric behind to place it before the word taitai? According to Emiko Ochiai (2008a), housewifization is closely linked to modernisation and has undergone two steps in the West. The first step was the ‘housewifization’ of women, which was the result of modernity, industrialization and capitalist development as these have produced or enhanced a separation of the domestic and public sphere and the specialisation of childcare to mothers. The second step was the ‘de-housewification’ of women. As the ‘second demographic transition’ took place from the 1970s onwards, the unit of society was no longer a family but an individual. And feminist criticism of a gender-based division of labour (i.e. men in the workplace, women in the home) has become widely accepted in many countries. This has led to the rapid decline and, in some cases, the disappearance, of the category of ‘housewife’ as the assumed, normative and preferred role for adult women (Ochiai 2008a: 4-5).​[109]​ However, Ochiai points out that the housewifization process in socialist world does not necessarily follow the Western patterns. In China, where female labour participation had been low and state policies designed to effectively utilize the female labour force, modernisation brought about de-housewifization instead (Ochiai et al. 2008a: 33). But the opening of Chinese economy in the 1980s effectively marked the end of socialism in practice, which ‘can potentially bring about housewifization’ (Ochiai 2008a: 11). 

This housewifization trend, as a necessary part of modernization, was in fact embraced by the Chinese state with enthusiasm. In the context of the state’s diminishing capacity to provide social services through the Party and the work unit, there was an increasing reliance on the Chinese family as the safety net; the state, therefore, was acquiescent in the reprivatisation of social relations and social responsibilities into the family domain. In other words, Chinese state’s revalidation of women’s inner spehere is the strategic solution to cut the cost of social security and reduce surplus labour. In linkage with China’s socialist past, Hooper points out that ‘the ideology of “full employment” has had some cushioning effect’ (1998: 184). And this cushioning effect has been strategically extended to the concept of the housewife in post socialist China. By combining of quangzhi (full-time) and taitai – historically linked with high-hierarchy household mistress whose domestic work is not done by themselves but to order the others to do for them – together, the state has not only endorsed the housewife as a valid occupation in post-socialist China in order to reduce the government’s pressure in dealing with the issues of social security and suplus labour, but also glamorized the housewife’s derogatory socialist past in order to reach a wider public acceptance. 
 
Quangzhitaitai – a badge of pride or a badge of shame?

The official consensus of the ‘three desirables’ was counted every decade or so in China. In the mid-1970s, these were a transistor radio, a bicycle and a sewing machine. The next two decades came the popularity of television sets, refrigerators and washing machines. By the 1990s, the ‘three general desirables’ were videos, CD players and air-conditioners, and the ‘three super products’ were telephones, privately owned apartments and cars (Hooper 1998). Hooper also notices that in late 1990s the ‘emergence of the Chinese housewife, like that of female glamour, has been particularly visible in advertising’ (1998: 180).​[110]​ Advertising is above all a practical affair, as while marketing drives products and services towards the consumer, advertising helps to drive consumer towards the product (Yadin 2000: xxi). Ochiai and Molony note that the changing status of full-time housewives took place in China ‘almost entirely since the year 2000’ (2008: ix); combining this with my empirical work, I gain the impression that in the 21st century, the ‘three most desirables’ are quangzhitaitai, a privately-owned detached house and a foreign car. Quangzhitaitai may be the result of the state strategy, but paralleled with the rise of consumerism, it has become one of the most desirable consumer goods, thus pursued by successful men as a status symbol. Consumption behaviour superficially seems only an economic act, but it is equally about signaling the values and ambitions of the consumer in order to establish social status as it is about exchanging money for goods (Bourdieu 1984).
The rebranding of jiatingfunü to quangzhitaita, however, does not necessarily mean that jiatingfunü is totally out of sight. Goodman conducted a survey on the new rich in Shanxi province in 1996-98 and he finds that: 

Most if not all of the wives of the new rich were ‘non-working wives’, a description preferred by the new rich themselves to that of ‘housewife’. This is not an unimportant distinction. ‘Work’ in this context is very much conceptualised as paid employment outside the home. A non-working wife is seen as someone who has the ability to obtain work, and may at some time have been in the workforce, but now because of the family’s wealth (it is implied) chooses not to work. A housewife is regarded as someone of considerably lower status, who has no experience of or ability to obtain work outside the home. On those few occasions when interviewees indicated that their wife was ‘just a housewife’, the voice dropped, and there was a hint of shame. (Goodman 2004: 25)

Ochiai (2008a) also confirms that ‘the shift towards “housewifization” of mothers in China is most evident in the two extremes of city dwellers – the lower middle class and the highest class’ (2008a: 37). To understand the changes in the number and main characteristics of Chinese housewives, Liu and Ma (2009) used the data of every census and population survey in China since 1980. They find that: housewives are still a huge social group and one of the important parts of the female population as one in every seven adult women is a housewife in China today; the group of housewives has seen changes in its formation with more and more highly educated women joining its ranks; and there are differences between the urban and rural housewives, both of whom are, however, vulnerable groups in society. Their existence and living conditions directly influence their families, children and the society as a whole. Their characteristics and the definition of their roles also reflect changes in Chinese families and society.

The common ground in these scholarly findings is the recognition of the co-existence of jiatingfunü and quanzhitaitai, and their hierarchical difference. Glamorous as quanzhitaitai is, it could still be contaminated by the negative connotation of jiatingfunü, rooted in the historically socialist ambiguity towards domesticity. Women who have claimed the quanzhitaitai status are still trying hard to draw a line between themselves and jiatingfunü. Zhangna has become a painter since giving up her job, with one exhibition and two sold paintings under her belt. She is effectively a quanzhitaitai, but the reason she picked up the brush was that she did not want to be connected with jiatingfunü:

I would like to keep on working if I have a good work environment. If fact, I still want a job. I have to adjust my mind to the current situation. I don’t want to become a jiatingfunü. (Zhangna, rich man’s wife)

In other countries and cultures, being a housewife does not seem glamorous either. Robin LeBlanc conducted research on Japanese housewives and found that they were percepted by the public as their views are ‘too narrow’ (1999: 29). Extending the Japanese model to the universal identity of the housewife, she remarks:  

Along with its more positive connotations of unselfishness, nurturing qualities, and loving obligation to others, “housewife” can also convey a sense of dowdiness, of empty-headed devotion to daytime television dramas, shopping, and trivial gossip. Therefore, when we want to express a positive view of home-centred women in contemporary American usage, we usually employ the subtly more high-status “homemaker”. (LeBalnc1999: 30)

The rebranding of the housewife as quangzhitatai in China whitewashes the positive and negative connotations of the housewife together and presents a false picture of peace and prosperity of current social phenomenons as they are essentially a vulnerable group, pointed out rightly by Liu and Ma (2009). Given the title of quangzhitaitai, these women capture the fantasy of public imagination and their problems are left unnoticed. I asked the four visiting scholars who were in Nottingham Trent University in 2009 and 2010 to define quangzhitaitai; the finale answers included ‘moneyed, leisurely, idle, glamorous’, none of them found it to be negative. When pushed harder for negativity, their answers came out after a long pause: ‘possibly insecurity?’ This is an interesting answer. These women give up jobs because they are secure in their financial (husbands are moneyed) and emotional security (their marriages are no signs of collapse), so why would they be insecure? ‘They lean entirely on their husbands, and no one can guarantee that their husbands will be loyal forever, can they?’ The scholars offered their explanations based on a current Chinese phenomenon – the prevalence of infidelity in marriage, which we have discussed in the marriage section in chapter 5. 

Zhang Xingkui (2011) tells stories of how powerless wives of rich businessmen felt when their husbands started to have relations with other women, as the businesses are in the hands of the husbands even though their wives’ contributions were indispensible. This insecurity in marriage or lack of total trust in the other half, the close link with the old brand of housewife, and for the 60s generation in particular, the anti-independent, anti-work ethics the notion of housewife contains, together often make the glamorous occupation of quangzhitaitai a reluctant rather than purely voluntary move. Ochiai et al. define housewives as two types: passive housewives and positive housewives. The former are those who ‘decided to leave the workplace due to a shortage of childcare support despite their desire to work’; the latter ‘willingly became full-time housewives to care for their families and to provide childcare’ (2008: 39-40). In a separate article, Ochiai finds in a cross-section of societies three categories of housewifization: a) due to unemployment; b) for the purpose of childcare; c) for the purpose of their children’s education (Ochiai 2008b). Ochiai et al.’s (2008) verdict was based on their research focus which was gender and childcare, and Ochiai’s (2008b) research about the birth of the housewife in contemporary Asia was also premised on childcare, which leaves a gap between their findings and mine. If jiatingfunü, the lower rank of housewives in China, matches Ochiai’s three categories, the high rank of the housewife of quanzhitaitai has little or nothing to do with unemployment. Therefore my understanding of why women become quanzhitaitai is: a) for the purpose of childcare or children’s education; b) being an idle wife in honour of their husband’s status. For the 60s generation women, quanzhitaitai leans more towards the second reason.

At the time of my interview, in 2008, the three rich men’s wives all had grown-up children. Zhangna quit her job because she felt that her work had not received due respect; Lili was voted off the executive board of her husband’s company and was persuaded by her husband to stay home; Wenqiu contemplated the quangzhitaitai title long and hard for three years after my interview with her in 2008, but she still works in the tax bureau. Looking back to Goodman’s survey of 1996-98, he notices that: 

The non-working wife appears as a minority in every one of the various different categories of the new rich. The wives of the new rich were more usually professionally active, often alongside their husbands. Two important, and related, keys to understanding the involvement of the wives of the new rich in reform are the extreme parochialism and the family basis of much of social and economic development. The wives of the new rich not only came from similar backgrounds to that of their husbands, but they often also came from similar location, grew up together, and at least partly in consequence ended up working together. (Goodman 2004: 25)

The Goodman’s category of rich men’s wives reflects the exact case of Lili, who came from the same village as her husband and played a leading role in the development of the enterprises for which her husband was better known. Where her husband was presented as the designated entrepreneur, she acted as the business manager: responsible for the administrative infrastructure of the enterprise, in particular its financial management, and also personnel and related matters. She recalls:

We became the subcontractor (承包chengbao) of a silk factory when we were engaged. I didn’t go to the plant much after that. The boss wanted to train me to become the deputy manager of the plant. After my engagement, I believed that my husband’s business is my business. If he is good, I am good. If anything ever happened to my husband and my son, I will sacrifice my life for them. I never think about anything for myself. I worked alongside my husband then. He looked after the outside, I looked after inside. I did all the work – accounting, management and technology development. Even my wages were spent there. In 1988, we were in debt by 60,000 yuan, the equivalent of which would now be 60 million yuan. In 2000, he persuaded me to leave. But because of my business link, I would be sometimes in, sometimes out. After 2002, I was completely out. Nobody would ask me to help anymore. (Lili, rich man’s wife)





While Ochiai and Molony (2008) warn that more research is needed on this topic, the Chinese media has caught the sensation of quanzhitaitai from a glamorous perspective, and consequently there have been online discussions on some of the most popular websites, such as Sohu and Sina in 2004, journal Money Life in 2007.​[111]​ In these discussions, opinions about whether quanzhitaitai is beneficial to women or the society are polarised. For example, women’s study scholar Ye Wenzheng argues that quanzhitaitai is not the goal for women’s liberation, nor it is the purpose of social development. For women who have had a good education, it would be a shame to sacrifice their high qualifications and stay at home as a wife and mother; as it not only marks the loss of social wealth, but also a large decrease in women’s social status. But feminist Huang Lin claims that, in any case, ‘going home’ has become one possible way of life for women, which could be considered as a step forward for civilisation. What China lacks now is the full-time mister; and when that appears, China’s life could perhaps be really civilised!​[112]​

However, these discussions are patchy and have only scratched the surface – usually in the style of news bites from officials, quotes from scholars and sketches from quanzhitaitai themselves. Quanzhitaitai in China remains a topic that is significantly under-researched. Some scholars have marginally touched on quanzhitaitai, such as Pan Jintang (2002), who proposes that the planned economy era has produced unrealistically high female employment rate. The reappearance of quanzhitaitai is the market economy’s correction of the past legacy and also reflects the improved degree of social freedom and humanity.

The 2011 International Symposium on women’s survival and development saw the first serious debate about quanzhitaitai, with scholar Li Jing’s presentation on modern wife and mother focusing specifically on the issue of quanzhitaitai. A recent survey finds that currently about 35% of women would like to become quanzhitaitai. But Li Jing maintains that quanzhitaitai is not an ideal choice for women in China’s social environment. She finds that 70% of quanzhitaitai are very unhappy, in fact much more unhappy than before they returned home, and that their husbands now complain more. She compares the housewife in Japan with China: in Japan household chores are counted as part of work, but in China it is not the case. Traditional concepts and the different social systems determine the quality of housewife’s life in China to be very low. She then warns that women who intend to go home should be equipped with three preconditions: high education, enough economic reserves and the ability to return to employment at any time. Her final warning is that ‘if you do not possess these preconditions, you will feel insecure when becoming a quanzhitaitai, so you will be better off not to choose this path’.​[113]​
The quanzhtaitai Li Jing researched are from across the generations, including a significant number of the 70s and even 80s generation, whose husbands were not well off enough to support an idle wife, and therefore in circumstances of financial difficulty they were more likely to complain because of the sheer economic pressure. For the 60s generation women I have interviewed, their husbands might not worry about this financial side, but their wives’ detachment from society after staying at home for too long could also be a reason for complaint. Zhangna had been a quanzhitaitai for two years when I interviewed her in 2008. She admitted that

It is fine to be a quanzhitaitai for a few days in your life, but if for a long time, it will make you detached from society. Apart from shopping, I go out with old friends. But increasingly, I find that I have less and less common topics to converse with my friends. Our daily contacts are very different now and our friendship seems to be becoming distant as a result. (Zhangna, rich man’s wife)

This detachment can create an unstable state of mind, which may lead to uncharacteristic doubts about themselves over small incidents. Zhangna gave an example:

My husband usually pays more attention to detail and I was the one who was often careless. He would often say ‘you didn’t pump the toilet well because you didn’t press the button hard enough’. I was always fine with these sorts of comments. But recently when he said, ‘I’ve said it so many times, why do you always do it?’ I started to doubt myself, wondering whether I had indeed become useless after staying at home for so long. If I had not quit my job, I definitely would not be so sensitive. (Zhangna, rich man’s wife)

Wenqiu was hesitant to become quanzhitaitai because her friend’s experience made her scared:
One of my close friends worked in a production company. It was not a demanding job, but she had to travel for one hour every day to get there. Her husband thought it was too tiring for her and let her resign the job in 2004. All of our friends admired her for having such a caring husband. We all said that she was the true testimony of the popular saying ‘a good marriage for women is far better than a good job’. But just a few months later, we noticed that she was not that happy. She told me that she had to rely on her husband and felt insecure, and that she and her husband seemed to be having more arguments. Less than two years after she became a qaunzhitaitai, she and her husband divorced because her husband was having an affair with a colleague. Once, when I met her husband, he told me that since she stayed at home, she only talked to him about household work, nothing else; also she became very suspicious of him. Sometimes if he came home a bit later, she would call his colleagues asking of his whereabouts, and would not believe his explanations. He then confided in one of his female colleagues. He found common language with her and they ended up having an affair. My friend was in such a state after divorce. She lost five kilograms, and I could not believe it was her when I saw her. She told me that the happiness of quanzhitaitai was a total illusion. She felt that she had been ‘buried alive’ by staying at home. There was no self value for her work at home. Even if her husband wasn’t derailed, she would have suffocated in the end. (Wenqiu, rich man’s wife) 

Wenqiu’s friend passed an accountant qualification course after divorce and found a secretary job in a small company, earning about 1,600 yuan in 2006. Her boss and colleagues all thought that she took the job as a distraction, and would not stay long. They would not even talk to her as she was from a different league, driving a car and wearing designer clothes. In order to be accepted into that company community, she has since given up driving her car and takes the bus every day. She could switch to a high-pay job because of her qualifications, but she is apprehensive about moving for fear of having to make further efforts to be accepted in another community; being a middle-aged woman is also a concern. This is not the only story that Wenqiu has heard about the fate of quanzhitaitai. The conjugal relations in a marriage are very much based on mutual understanding and care. If both partners are working, they are likely to be on an equal status and therefore show each other care in equal level. 
Lili told me that her husband was very happy for her to be a quanzhitaitai. I asked her how she arranged her daily life, and she replied

Have a facial. Go to the gym. Read books. Get up late in the morning, waking up naturally without disturbance. Normally I combine breakfast and lunch together. If my friends have time, I will always have time to talk to them on the phone or internet. But I find myself more and more to be staying home now. I find that I can do so many things at home. I improvise recipes. I don't want to try too hard. When I think of anything to a certain degree, my brain would stop functioning because it would be too much for me. My son is in Singapore. We are now Singapore citizens. There is a requirement for citizens there to join the army, so he will be in the army for some time. I like life in Canada. I also want to immigrate to Canada. When I was there, I didn’t want to come back. When I am here, I don’t want to go there. I don’t feel the pain. (Lili, rich man’s wife)

Lili used to be a sharp business woman and without her joint endeavour her husband would not have achieved the success today, a fact she recalled in her account and which is confirmed by Wenqiu. Her ‘drift with tide’ attitude of life is a far cry from when she was the actual manager of her husband’s company. She said the phrase ‘I don’t feel the pain’ with a smile, but this idle life, if not careful, could lead to downfall. For example, one downfall that made the headline in 2011 was ‘Rich wives gambling group’ (阔太太赌博团kuotatai dubotuan) in Wenzhou, Zhejiang province. The majority of these arrested were local rich men’s wives in their forties; each gamble involved the equivalent of one to ten millions pounds. A common phenomenon in Wenzhou is that husbands are occupied with business and wives stay at home as quanzhitaitai. Most of these quanzhitaitai are not well educated; their daily lives mainly consist of sleep, shopping and going to the beauty salon. When these pastimes become a bore, gambling gradually becomes the chief way of whiling away time. For them, the gambling was not solely for the purpose of gaining money, but to find a stimulus in their otherwise vacant lives.​[114]​

To avoid the idleness of quanzhitaitai, which could lead to the above pitfall, Zhangna started to handle the family finances and to learn about investing in real estate. According to Money Life’s discussion board, this is a common practice amongst other quanzhitaitai.​[115]​ Under China’s social welfare system, once a woman becomes a quanzhitaitai, she will lose the economic independence and consequently lose power in family decision making. A quanzhitaitai who has astute financial management skills can not only increase the family property’s value, but also establish a certain economic and social status for herself. Zhangna told me that:

Although I stay at home, my heart is not at home. I decided to invest in real estate in 2005. I visited many real estates and houses, but none were satisfactory. Finally I found one property with luxury apartments. The opening phrase was 8,000 yuan/square meter, but the structure of these apartments was not ideal. I waited until the second phrase, but then the price rose to 10,000 yuan/square meter. I paid a deposit. Just few days later I saw a poster for the third phrase states that there would be three artificial lakes surrounding it. As landscape is a very important factor in house price, I cancelled the deposit for phrase two after much deliberation, to wait for phrase three. Who knew that the third phrase’s price would rise to 11,000 yuan/square meter? Also, at that time, everyone was saying that the house prices had reached the ceiling. I didn’t want to take that risk. I returned to buy the second phrase, but with the opening of third phrase, the second phrase had risen to 11,200 yuan/square meter, and the garage price has soared from less than 100,000 to 140,000. That was my first taste of the market. In 2007, I bought a small house for 30,000 yuan and sold it for 47,000 yuan – I finally made a profit. Property investment makes me care about the society and about economic things. (Zhangna, rich man’s wife)
 
At the time of my interview the new judicial explanation of Marriage Law of 2011 that stipulated that real estate mortgaged and registered in the name of one party should be acknowledged as that party’s property in a divorce case was yet to be published, and quanzhitaitai like Zhangna’s engagement with financial investment was more an act to make themselves valid in a marriage than to save grain for rainy days. After the Marriage Law of 2011, they would undoubtedly feel more threatened if the worst happened in their marriage. It seems that the businessmen’s wives from Taiwan have already worked out strategies to deal with their husbands’ baoernai betrayals. When examining the triangulation of relationships among businessmen from Taiwan, their wives and ernai from China, Chou (2011) finds, first, that these quanzhitaitai wives turn a blind eye towards ernai. It appears that ‘economic security and power were weighted against intimacy when contemplating relationship options and negotiating marital identity’; secondly, contrary to feminist expectation, these wives strive to become more feminine, that is, to perform an exaggerated femininity. So, the wives reasoned, if being independent, strong-willed and capable depressed their husbands’ sense of masculinity and diminished their emotional attachment, then, performing the role of the extra-feminine wife would be one option available to redress their disadvantage in sexual politics; thirdly, these wives tend to go outside – help other wives by seeing one’s life beyond the confines of marriage/family. ‘Wider social networks also helped build social capital for the traditionally family-bond women to better negotiate with their husbands in the new social context of sexual politics’ (Chou 2011: 168-9). 

I found that the second and third strategies were saliently displayed in my rich men’s wives group. All of them paid intensive care to their appearance and mannerism to boost their femininity – Lili’s retreat from the business world to engage in daily facials, Zhangna’s semi-queen-esque gesture and Wenqiu’s handbag are latent examples of cases in point. Wenqiu and Lili’s close contact with each other is not just to pass information about the handbags and cars; rather, it is a united front through which to assert their power before their respective husbands if necessary negotiation is needed. Short of state policy and organization support, quanzhitaitai have to find support in each other. Female solidarity, Peggy Sanday once said, ‘was one dimension of, and the route towards, high female status in the public domain’ (Sanday 1974, 1975: 1682; cited in Croll 2001: 27). 





The 60s generation of women entered the job market in the heat of the transition economy, where unemployment and the increased gap between rich and poor were among the chief economic malaise (Young 2002); women are supposedly the worst hit group in this transition. However, the analysis of women’s position in society is often considered to have been particularly affected by their stages in the life cycle (Walby 1997). The 60s generation is lucky in the sense that they encountered the reform in their youth, and only started to enter their middle-age in the 21st century. The age discrimination in employment has yet to hit them. Education qualifications, guanxi and meritocracy are the three most decisive factors in the 60s generation women’s job applications. If the role that guanxi plays to the 60s generation of women had no significant difference compared to the 50s generation women, education qualifications and meritocracy came into greater force for the 60s generation when facing the market economy. Therefore, it is this triangulation that determines their employment, and women with few educational qualifications struggle to live in the margin of society. 













I have not seen the photograph of my primary school graduation for at least thirteen years. Last time I saw it was purely by accident because I was rummaging all the drawers for a certificate, then my eyes were caught by a tiny white envelope, on which the characters of Shipu Studio were printed. I was a bit curious: which picture was in it? I took it out carefully as the little envelope was tinged with yellow – old and fragile. My head came out first. I immediately recognised it and laughed at the ragged red scarf. For a second, I thought how silly I was, wearing this rotten red scarf, couldn’t I find another one? Then I carefully put it back into the tiny envelop, carrying on with my search.

Before this brief encounter, I cannot remember the previous time I saw it; probably eighteen years ago. That summer my daughter stayed in my parents’ house and I had gone back for a week to visit her. My daughter was just over one. I tried to find some pictures of my childhood, and I found this one and some others, which I put in a line with my daughter’s photograph, endeavouring to detect some resemblance between her and me. 

The reason why I see it so rarely is that it has been kept in my parents’ home, in the town of Shipu, which I left for the university at the age of seventeen. Although Shipu is close to Shanghai in marine distance, it belongs to Zhejiang province. I went to university in Hangzhou, the capital of Zhejiang province, where I later worked. Before I was seventeen, I had been to Hangzhou twice with my father en route to see my paternal grandparents. During the four university years, I went back home twice a year. I was assigned a job by the government immediately after graduation.​[116]​ In the late 1980s, every employee in danwei was allowed a month’s leave once a year if one’s home is not in the same location as one’s workplace. In China, this would be regarded as frequent visiting, considering the combination of vast geographical distance and the underdeveloped transport system at that time. The route from Shipu to Hangzhou was not direct. Between 1983 and 1990, I would take six or seven hours’ coach first to Ningpo, then another five hours’ train to Hangzhou. Adding the bus and waiting time en route, fourteen hours was the minimum from my home to Hangzhou. In April 2006, that was the length of time I took from Heathrow Airport in the UK to Hangzhou. 

Pushed by the demands of economic growth, China’s transport system has changed dramatically, for example, in 1993 the coach journey to Ningbo was reduced to 3 hours, and the train from Ningbo to Hangzhou two and half hours. In 1995, the first direct coach from Shipu to Hangzhou started to operate, which took roughly six hours. In 2006, the direct coach took about four hours. In 2010, it took just over three hours using a private car from door to door. The reduction of travelling time from fourteen hours to three hours from Shipu to Hangzhou within less than thirty years is a great testimony of the rapidity of change in China.
 
Changing times inevitably create diverging lives. When I was in primary school, my parents were talking to their friends in the rural areas and planning for me to go there if the ‘go up mountains and go down hills’ for urban youth had continued after my secondary school – my uncle, who is nine years older than me, had in fact stayed in the mountains for five years. But post-Mao, first came the regime change from Mao’s nominated successor Hua Guofeng to Deng Xiaoping, then the economic system changed from central control to the market economy, and then the education system changed from the socialist egalitarian model to a liberal competitive model. These changes have transported women to different places, creating opportunities for some but disadvantaging others. In Mao’s era, while women had made significant gains through the CCP’s policy, these gains were limited to those acceptable to the proletarian revolutionary programmes and their realisation was constrained by them; in the post-Maoera, women are subjected to market forces in contrast to the previous class politics (Phizacklea et al. 1992). In this market economy, state policy, educational qualifications, guanxi, meritocracy, consumerism and global influence all play a part.  

To distinguish the 60s generation of women from other generations, this thesis has followed their life course. The 60s generation women’s childhood was in Mao’s era, their first sign of entering society, for those with appropriate credentials, was wearing the red scarf, the signature of Little Red Soldier; their education inherited the 50s generation’s heavy ideological-political element, which acted as guidance for their general behaviour. The rhetoric of gender equality reached its peak, which showed in waged labour, where in the urban areas women occupied up to 90%’s work force. And these women were the mothers of the 60s generation of women. What the 60s generation learnt from this situation is the work ethic and independence, because parents were often absent for work. Despite their mothers’ heavy involvement with paid labour outside, they also witnessed them having to take on women’s traditional responsibilities for child care and domestic duties. 

When they entered adolescence and youth, Western culture and ideology entered China with unprecedented scale since Mao’s era in 1949. The 60s generation of youth who had a curtained childhood, suddenly faced a curtainless world, and this world was very different from what they had been taught – such as that America and all other capitalist countries were paper tigers (zhilaoshu纸老虎), and people there were living in an abyss of misery; moreover, proletarian origins and loyalty to the Party were no longer rewarded; in addition, the reassessment of Mao’s era had turned Mao from a god to a human. These political, economic and cultural changes left the 60s generation in an ideological vacuum, as Cui Jian, the voice of the 60s generation shouted in 1986 International Peace Concert: ‘I have nothing, nothing to my name’ (yiwusuoyou一无所有). The fervour of revolution and the readiness to serve the country, which had been instilled in their early days of education, embedded in the memory of the red scarf, has never left them. And this fervour, coupled with the enhancement of the role of individual in society as a result of economic and political restructuring brewed a spirit of rebellion; and this rebellion was differed from the 50s generation’s in that it was more autonomous and proactive. When in the late 1980s, the economic reform deepened the systemic corruption and the gap between rich and poor, thus stirring up social chaos, the 60s generation’ youth led the nation to Tiananmen Square. They hastily adopted some Western concepts such as democracy, and hoped to revolutionise the country. Despite their good intentions, their revolution failed miserably. Their revolution was mismatched with the rhetoric of time; it never reached the wider population. It started as a student protest, in the middle recruited large scale support from intellectuals and unban workers, but unfortunately ended up as a student protest. The 1989 protests was the manifesto of the 60s generation as the last crusade of Chinese revolution, and they marked their position in Chinese history with blood.  

After the 1989 protests, the state attempted to delimit increased individual activity to the economic sphere, encouraging the rise of consumerism. The 60s generation is the first cohort to include a large number of rich people, as consumer goods became a means of establishing social status. Being able to support a woman, either as ernai or quanzhitaitai, came to symbolize success for men. 

Through my interviewees’ accounts, I argue that the 60s women constitutes a transitional generation, the 1989 protests was one extreme result of the disjunction between their education in childhood and reality in youth; this disjunction can be also found in their idea of love and attitudes towards marriage. But the changing times have brought change in their views about children and the way they educate their children. Sons seem no longer to be preferred over daughters for my interviewees, and they have concentrated their investment on their only child, which was nothing like their mothers, who would allow them to roam on the streets. I have also argued that the uniqueness of the 60s generation women is not that they have been caught up in all these changes – in a modern interconnected world, change is a fact; but they were caught up in the changes at the right time of their lives – the more privileged among them were the first generation who have encountered unprecedentedly abundant opportunities in their youth and unprecedented wealth in their middle-age. Every step of their lives has been caught up with the beat of the reform. I have gained an almost unanimous agreement from my interviewees that their generation is lucky in that they have rarely missed any life chances in comparison to the 50s generation. While the 50s generation proudly as well as sadly declared themselves as the people who grew up with the CCP; by the same token, the 60s generation could proudly or sadly declare that they are the people who grew up with the economic reform, during which, the discordant couplet – tradition and change – creates great tension on Chinese society, and is explicitly reflected in the 60s generation women’s life experiences. Evans notes that ‘looking at difference between women across the generations enables us to pull apart the category “women” imprisoned by their naturalized destiny, … but also disrupts the assertion of change as a progressive and emancipatory process’ (2008: 203). For the 60s generation of women, it is hard to define whether these changes for them are regressive or progressive. First of all, as a cohort, they need to be distinguished from the men of their own culture, from women of the past within their culture, and from Western women. Furthermore, within the cohort, different groups – rural and urban, educated and uneducated, married and single – also need to be mapped out. 

The 60s generation of women may all start aspiring to be Little Red Soldiers, but they have been transported to different places by the changing times, and in the process have transformed themselves. My emphasis has been on four groups of women across the social strata. The women cadres followed the red route to social mobility in a society where this route is not as envied as in Mao’s era; they have to battle with the resurgence of patriarchal views, juggling work and family duty. To keep pace with the changes, they have to update themselves constantly; some are being transported abroad for a better qualification. This group of women epitomizes the concept of modern women that the Party would like to promote. The majority of the 60s generation women married in the 1980s, and the husbands they married had scarcely inherited any wealth at that time. These women supported and worked together with their husbands, some of the husbands became the champions of the market economy and have accumulated enormous wealth in the last twenty years. The wives of the rich have found themselves transported to gated residential neighbourhoods and they have enjoyed a lifestyle which parallels global trends – designer handbags, shoes, and clothes, everything money can buy. The distance between them and the ordinary 60s generation women and the distance between them now and the past is increasingly polarised. Quanzhitaitai – the glamorous housewife – could be another prize to take for this social group. Yet, being the 60s generation of women, the work ethic and independence they gained from their childhood make them wary of this alternative; some of them eventually take the position, but they take it with caution. The overseas woman has been transported to the international arena, for their husbands, for their children or for their own good. On a different scale, but with the same aspirations, the migrant workers have been transported from the rural areas to the cities. Despite the level of education, these two groups of women probably share more similarity than difference. If the migrant workers are disadvantaged by their education and gender in a competitive market, the women overseas are disadvantaged by their race and gender in a foreign land. Moreover, putting the family first as well as fending for themselves poses the most challenging task for these two groups. Thus, in changed circumstances, and with different opportunities for social encounters and mobility, women of the same generation have very different experiences.

This thesis started with the aim of distinguishing the 60s generation women from the broad Cultural Revolution generation; it has used firsthand information from women’s life stories to narrate a transitional time; as Jaschok and Miers once remarked, ‘if we are to understand these development we must see them in the light of the history of the women involved and through their eyes’ (1994: 267). This has been combined with reflexivity, scholarship and investigation to provide a first look into a subject that deserves a deeper and wider treatment. Through studying the 60s generation women’s trajectory from Little Red Soldier to glamorous housewife, I have expanded the knowledge of the scope of changes triggered by the economic reform and their impact on women and generation; moreover, I have expanded knowledge of modern Chinese women. In addition, I have provided a unique angle from which to observe modern Chinese history from the standpoint of the 60s generation women as a group whose lives reflect these changes. Just as the 60s generation of women face the disjunction from what they have been taught and the reality they now face, China is torn by its old self – the legacy of tradition and Mao’s socialist belief – and new challenges of the information age and globalisation. Political reform is increasingly called for by the media, netizens and international pressure groups. As more of the 60s generation enter the central Chinese government,​[117]​ maybe the characteristics of this generation will start to show an impact on state policy and its implementation. 

Finally, through the narratives of my interviewees, I have challenged the mainstream ideas about the relationship between the development of Chinese women and women’s organization, notably the All China Women’s Federation (ACWF). Jin Yihong asserts that ‘the unavoidable reality is that the development of Chinese women is influenced by the operation, development, past, present, and future of the Federation. To care about the fate of Chinese women means also to care about the change and development of the Federation’ (Jin, Y. 2001: 123); it is therefore understandable that nearly all research about Chinese women since Mao’s era, on a small or large scale, has touched upon the topic of the ACWF (Andors 1983; Barlow 1994; Davis and Sensenbrenner 2000; Gao, X. 2010) or dealt with the ACWF as a separate chapter (Davin 1976; Ko & Wang, Z. 2007; Croll 1983, 1995, 2001). The absence of any mention of the Women’s Federation by my interviewees may come as a surprise, but I argue that the original circumstances in which the ACWF came about, the incompetence of its performance in protecting and supporting women, and the changing political values of the 60s generation women may have contributed to the omission of the ACWF from their narratives.

From the very beginning, the ACWF was designed by the CCP to fully support both the interests of the Party and of women, and these are assumed to be one and the same. It is this impossible task that makes Croll remark that: 

It is as if a bargain has been struck: in return for supporting women’s rights, the government expects the support of the Women’s Federation for all its general policies. Just as it is in the interests of women to defend gender-specific rights so it is equally in the interests of women to support all general Party policies. It is this chief assumption which characterizes more than any other the work of the Women’s Federation and causes it to implement general Party policies first and only then to study, analyse and draw out the practical implications which recent policies may have for women. (Croll 1983: 123-4)
  
Since the 1980s, the ACWF has had to face the challenges of reform from both internal and external sources. The internal challenge has been from inherent structural contradictions, such as the aforementioned problematic organization system and that of the weakening of the stratified control mechanism within the system itself, in which, due to decentralization and localization, grass-roots levels of the Women’s Federation would have to observe the interests of the local Party first. The external challenges have been: 
a)	the problems of fragmentation and competition as reform has caused popular women’s organizations to spring up and the ACWF is no longer the only women’s organization in China;​[118]​ 
b)	the problem that the old-fashioned mode of mass movement in communist China has failed to mobilise women in a market economy;
c)	the problem that women as a social group have become stratified and the Women’s Federation is slow to react to different interest groups’ needs (Jin, Y. 2001). 

In November 1993, Huang Qizao, then the ACWF Vice-President, for the first time, identified the ACWF as an NGO in the Asian Women’s NGO Forum in Manila, which caused uproar among Forum participants (Liu, B. 2001), who questioned ACWF’s identity as an NGO. Indeed, for ordinary Chinese women, there is no doubt that the ACWF is affiliated with the government and politics. Fulian (妇联, the Chinese name of ACWF) is a department in the Civil Administration Bureau at the provincial levels. Because of the ACWF’s historical role in fulfilling both the interests of the Party and of the women, its protection for women more than often has to be compromised by the Party policies; moreover, because it is located within a governmental department, its organizational position makes it incapable of reaching out to a wide range of women. Under these circumstances, it is no surprise that my interviewees might feel that the ACWF has nothing to do with their lives, and therefore do not mention it.

In addition, the omission of the ACWF is related to the changing political, social and economic values. In Mao’s era when politics permeated every aspect of life, the topic would infiltrate into ordinary people’s conversation. But the reform period has created a more permissive environment which provides greater options for individuals to pursue materialistic goals and alternative routes to upward mobility (see Chapter 4 & 6). The inevitable result of this process is the diminishing government control over the process of social change and a general decline in the concern for politics.​[119]​ For the 60s generation in particular, the rise of individualism and the lesson of the 1989 protests (see Chapter 4) would have tended to encourage them to stay as far from politics as possible. No matter how the ACWF endeavours to steer itself clear from the Party by announcing itself as an NGO, its historical affiliation with the government is undeniable. For the 60s generation of women, talking about the ACWF is the equivalent of talking politics; who wants this trouble? 

In other research which focuses on individualization since the reform period, the remit of the ACWF has become less visible. Yan Yunxiang (2003), for example, notably omitted the link between women’s development and the ACWF. There is no comment on the ACWF in Farrer’s (2000) account of youth sex culture in Shanghai either. Evans, who had discussed the ACWF at length in the past (Evans 1997), has no space for the ACWF in her research of mothers and daughters in urban China (Evans 2008). It seems that the discussion of women’s development and the ACWF was once standard practice in studies on Chinese women, but that is no longer the case due to the changing position of the ACWF, and the changing Chinese political and social climate. My research addressed the real concerns in the 60s generation women’s lives, rather than forcing the ACWF into their conversations. The disconnection between women’s development and the role of the ACWF in my study reflects the increasingly diverse and disaggregated nature of Chinese politics and society in the post-Mao era; moreover, it draws attention to the lack of support from any women’s organisations for the ordinary Chinese women. When Yufang lived in a five square meters room with a bunk bed accommodating her son, her husband and herself, no organisation or individual ever visited her and cared about her living arrangement. The rich men’s wives and quanzhitaitai, although loaded with material comforts, had minimal protection in marriage; what’s more, the New Marriage Law of 2011 makes their situations more insecure. If the worst happens – their husbands keep a second wife/mistress, and the conflict in a marriage is due to two women, who is the one which a women’s organisation should seek to protect (Jin, Y. 2001)? The overseas women, such as Hexie, possess a high level of training and skills, but she ends up as a cashier in a supermarket in a foreign country: which organization should she ask for help? Even the cadres who are labelled as the Chinese modern women and who are exhausted and consumed by both work and family raise the question as to where and from whom should they seek support? There are thousands of women’s NGOs existing in China; what is lacking from these organisations is any effective strategy to embrace each important interest group and do real deeds for these women. The omission of women’s NGOs in my interviewees’ narrative is therefore a reminder of the daunting task women’s organisations are facing.  

One limitation of this research is the fact that this is a small-scale study, it cannot represent all 60s generation women and I have not attempted to cover all aspects of social life – religion and sexuality, for example, are absent. Also, apart from the overseas women, the other three groups all came from Zhejiang province. It has, however, opened up some issues such as the glamorisation of the full-time housewife, the undiminished gap between women from the rural and urban areas, the implication of the new interpretation of Marriage Law in 2011, and more importantly the grip of traditional values in the economic development period. All these issues are ongoing, and they warrant close inspection. This thesis sets out to be more descriptive than analytical, in the belief that there is a pressing need for more information on the 60s generation of Chinese women. When this is available, it will be possible to consider them with more confidence within wider geographical and theoretical contexts provided by other scholars. 

















The List of My Interviewees

Group	Name	Year of birth	E  Education  le  Level	Marriage status	Working status
Woman cadres	Wangyue	1962	BA 	Single	Deputy head of a provincial TV channel
	Mingzhu	1969	MA 	Married	Deputy Head of State-owned Assets Rgulatory Committee 
	Chenying	1968	MA 	Married 	Head of county council tourist bureau 
Rich men’s wives	Zhengna	1963	Dazhuan Diploma 	Married 	Housewife
	Wenqiu	1962	MA 	Married	Officer in Provincial tax Bureau
	Lili	1963	Secondary school 	Married	Housewife
















1.	Tell me your life story.
a. Tell me about your childhood (parents, siblings, school, etc.)
b. Tell me about experiences of youth

2.	Tell me one or two most memorable event(s) in your childhood and youth?

3.	What do you remember about the Culture Revolution? What do you think about it looking back from today?

4.	How has China changed since then? How have these changes affected you? How have they affected women in general?

5.	How has your life developed since your childhood and youth?

6.	Tell me about your life today
a.	Your work
b.	Your relationship with your parents and siblings
c.	Your relationship with your child and partner?

7.	What hurts you most in life?

8.	How content are you with your life? What do you want to change in life?








Entries are in alphabetical order, regardless of word and syllable breaks. 

ai爱: to love
airen爱人: the loved one, either husband or wife.

baixiaoshunweixian 百孝不如顺为先: out of one hundred filial acts, choose as your parents wish you should
bao’ernai 包二奶: to keep a second wife
baogongtou 包工头: manager of construction works 

caifang 采访: a conversation between a journalist and a person of public interest
chenggongrenshi 成功人士: successful people
chu 处: the seventh grade of the Chinese cadre system (which has fifteen grades)
chushen 出身: class origin
congyi’erzhong 从一而终: to follow someone to the end

dagong 打工: to work as a labourer or to work for the boss
dagongmei 打工妹: young female migrant workers 
dajie 大姐: big sister
danwei 单位: work unit
dashi 大事: great feats
dazhuan 大专: a two year university diploma, a literal translation would be ‘big specialist’. 
dingti 顶替: to replace a parent’s job when he/she retires
dongjia东家: a form of address, equivalent of master or boss
doudizhu fentudi 斗地主分土地: to overthrow the landlord and share out the land
duanwujie 端午节: the Dragon Boat Festival – a festival which memorializes the high official Qu Yuan, who lived from 340 BC to 278 BC, and the celebration of the harvest of winter wheat.
duoyige guanxi, duoyitiaolu 多一个关系，多一条路: one more contact offers one more road to take

enqing 恩情: feeling of gratitude

fansi 反思: reflection
fengchangzuoxi 逢场作戏: to play imromptu games as the circumstances require, or casual play
fulian妇联: the abbreviated form of the All China Women’s Federation
funü neng ding banbiantian 妇女能顶半边天: women can hold up half the sky

ganbu 干部: cadre
gongren 工人: working people
guanxi 关系: interpersonal relations/connections

Hanban 汉办: the executive body of the Chinese Language Council International
haokan 好看: nice to look at
hongqixia de dan 红旗下的蛋: eggs laid by the red flag
Hongweibing 红卫兵: Red Guard(s)
Hongxiaobing 红小兵: Little Red Soldier(s)
huaxin 花心: flower-hearted, implying a person who is inconsistant in love.
hukou 户口: the household registation system 
hukouben 户口本: the registration book

kaifang 开放: to open
kaifang zhengce 开放政策: the Open Door Policy
kang 炕: a heatable brick bed
Kongzi 孔子: Confucius 551 – 479 B.C.E.

langcainümao 郎才女貌: the man has the talent and the woman has the beauty
laoshi 老实: honesty, frankness, obedience; the term has connotations of being             simple and unsophisticated
laoshiren 老实人: simple, honest, frank and obedient person
laozi yingxiong er haohan; laosi fandong er hundan 老子英雄儿好汉，老子反动儿混蛋: if the father is a hero, the son will be a great fellow; if the father is a reactionary, the son will be a rotten egg.

jiachuqude nü’er, pochuqude shui 嫁出去的女儿，泼出去的水: the married-off daughter is like poured out water
jiantingfunü 家庭妇女: housewife
jiating lianchan chengbao zerenzhi 家庭联产承包责任制: family combined production contract responsibility system
junzi 君子: a morally noble man

meiyongde dongxi 没用的东西: a useless thing
mendanghudui 门当户对: of similar family status and background
mianshi 面试: face-to-face examination
mianzi 面子: face

nangengnüzhi 男耕女织: men plough and women weave
nangongnügeng 男工女耕: men work and women plough
nüqiangren 女强人: a strong female woman
nüxing女性: the female sex, a term referring to woman
nüzhunei nanzhuwai 女主内男主外: women rule the inside and men rule the outside

pangbo 磅礴: impressive or majestic
poxie 破鞋: broken shoes, implying sexually loose women
poxiguanxi 婆媳关系: relationship between mother-in-law and daughter-in-law
qiang 强: strong

Qingmingjie 清明节: the Qingming Festival – a festival for people to go outside and enjoy the greenery of springtime and also to tend to the graves of the departed ones.
qizi妻子: wife
quanzhitaitai 全职太太: a full time housewife

Renminbi 人民币: Chinese currency
renqing 人情: the moral obligation to maintain a relationship, a literal translation would be ‘personal emotion’

sanhaoxuesheng 三好学生: Three Good Students – good morals, good health and good study
shangshanxiaxiang 上山下乡: go up the mountains and go down the countryside
shanli 闪离: lightening divorce
shenwen 审问: to interrogate
shipuzhaoxiangguan 石浦照相馆: Shipu Photo Studio
shoukongfang 守空房: to guard an empty house

taitai太太: Mrs. or madam
tienüren 铁女人: iron woman

waishi 外室: second wife or mistress
weida 伟大: great
wuxian 无限: reai boundless ardent love

xiahai下海: to go down to the sea, referring to the taking up of new business opportunites or leaping into the tide of private business.
xiandainüren 现代女人: modern woman
xianqi liangmu 贤妻良母: virtuous wife and good mother
xiao 孝: filial piety
xiaoniangbi 小娘比: little mother c***
xiaojie 小节: minor flaw
xiaoren 小人: small man or common man
xieyi 协议: negotiation
xihuan喜欢: to like
xinditandang, liangxieqingfeng 心地坦荡，两袖清风: an uncorrupted cadre with a fair heart

yangbanxi 样板戏: Eight Model Plays
yangerfanglao, jigufangji 养儿防老，积谷防饥: rearing a son for old age is like storing grin for a famine.
yingxiong mowen chuchu 英雄莫问出处: don’t ask a hero where he comes from
youshendu 有深度: to have depth, implying a thoughtful person
yuan 元: Chinese basic unit of currency. In 2012, one yuan is worth about 10% of a pound of British sterling. 
yuanfen 缘分: predestined love
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^1	  A children’s organization under the leadership of the Communist Party. Its members acquired social and organisational skills that would be beneficial to their future lives in numerous ways. The activities fell into two basic categories: having fun and doing good deeds (such as helping people), not that different from what Boy and Girls Scouts did (Ye Weili 2005: 38).
^2	  The definition of ‘class origin (出身chushen)’ is complicated. In the late 1940s and early 1950s, the Chinese government gave class labels to all families depending on their (purported) economic situation before the Revolution. A family’s class designation profoundly affected one’s fate during the Mao era. Individuals from landlord families were often denied access to educational opportunities and career advancement, whilst individuals from landless or poor peasant families were given special opportunities. During the 1950s, the class struggle movements extended beyond the simple class origin to become the so-called ‘Five Sinister Elements’: the landlord, the rich farmer, the ‘counterrevolutionary’, the ‘bad elements’ – such as thieves and ‘hooligans’, including people who were deemed ‘sexually loose’ – and the ‘rightist’, a category created in the 1957 anti-rightist campaign against intellectuals. The formal abandonment of the abused concept of ‘class struggle’, together with ‘class origin’, took place in December 1978 in the Third Plenum of the Eleventh Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party (Zhang Xiaoquan 1999).
^3	  There are two verses in the Young Pioneer anthem. This is my translation of the first verse. Although the Young Pioneers were replaced by Red Little Soldiers, the song remained the same.
^4	  In 2006, one British pound equalled about fifteen yuan (Chinese currency). In 1978, one pound equalled eight yuan. My father’s wage was around eight pounds a month.
^5	  The three desirable major items in the 1970s were the bicycle, the sewing machine and the watch, all costing less than 200 yuan at the time. See Chapter 6, which discusses the desirable items in different decades of China, as well as the consumer revolution.
^6	  http://www.optoelectro.com/translate/opti/opti12.htm , accessed on 07/08/2006.
^7	  My translation.
^8	  http://www.cgan.net/book/books/print/g-history/gb_9/23_2.htm#2321, accessed on 15/03/2007.
^9	  When analysing the Cultural Revolution generation, Gold (1991) clearly indicates the impact of the Cultural Revolution on the 50s and 60s cohorts varied.
^10	  Figures based on 2011 census – calculated from https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ch.html, accessed on 15/02/2012.
^11	  The Four books are Great Learning大学, Doctrine of the Mean中庸, The Analects论语 and Mencius孟子; and the Five Classics are Classic of Poetry诗经, Classic of History书经, Classis of Rites礼记, Classic of Changes易经 and Spring and Autumn Annals春秋. 
^12	  http;//www.classics.mit.edu/Confucius/analects.4.4.html, accessed on 03/06/2008.
^13	  http://www.hm.tyg.jp/~acmuller/contao/analects.html#div-17, accessed on 03/06/2008.
^14	  This was first recognized by Han Dynasty scholar 班固Ban Gu (32-93 A.D.) in his book 白虎通义Baihu Tongyi, and agreed by the scholar in the following dynasties.  
^15	  The emphasis on harmony with the natural order has been extant in China from earliest recorded time (Granrose 2005a). This idea was formalized into a more structured system in The Book of Changes. 
^16	  In The Analects, Kongzi was recorded saying ‘how luxuriantly refined the Zhou rites were, I will follow Zhou’ (郁郁乎文哉吾从周, my translation). The culture and rites of the Zhou Dynasty (1046-221 B.C.E.) are regarded as the direct source of Confucianism (Li, Jianguo 2007).
^17	  Further definitions of the position of women in the society were illustrated in three books: Precepts for Women, The Classis for Girls and Biographies of Filial Women. Precepts for Women女戒was written by Pan Chao in the first century AD, exhorting women to be obedient, unassuming, yielding, timid, respectable, reticent and selfless on the basis of ‘others first before herself’. The Classic for Girls女儿经 set up the three obedience and the four virtues. Biographies of Filial Women烈女传 was complied in the first century. ‘The wife leans on the man. Gentle, yielding, she clearly listens to the words of others. She has the nature and emotions of those who serve others and controls her person in the way of chastity’ (Lang 1968).
^18	  Throughout the long history of China, Confucianism has endured multiple peaks and troughs. It was banned by the first emperor of China during 221 BC – 206 BC, but became the dominant way of thought in the Han dynasty (duzunrushu独尊儒术); it then regressed at the end of Han dynasty, but then became one of the Three Teachings of the Tang Dynasty 618 AD – 907 AD (sanjiaoheyi三教合一) together with Daoism and Buddhism. Confucianism reached its most powerful position in the Song dynasty (960 AD – 1127 AD). From Ming Dynasty (1368 – 1644) the three teachings were promoted again and Confucianism was popularised. Despite these ups and downs, Confucianism was the most influential thinking.
^19	  Single women from poor families may have worked for money, but they had to give anything they earned to the head of the family. So women possessed no income whatsoever. 
^20	  Throughout China’s long history, elite women had access to tutors, but formal schooling was not available for girls until 1844, when a British female missionary opened the first girl’s school in Ningbo. By 1902, there were 251 missionary schools nationwide, with a total of 10,158 students, of which 4,373 were female. Meanwhile, the Qing government launched educational reforms and sent students overseas to study. Some more privileged women were given opportunities to pursue their education overseas (Lu, M. 2004). In 1916, the number of female students in elementary schools reached 160,000, and the number in secondary schools reached 8,000. But these girls mostly were from wealthier urbany families (Wang, Z. 1999: 172-174). 
^21	  Mao and the Communist Party’s advocacy of women’s rights ‘reached back to its political work among women in the Jiangxi (1928-34) and Yanan (1935-48) Soviets’ (Jaschok 1994: 172).
^22	  Wang Zheng (1999) thinks that the concept of ‘women’s emancipation’ not only followed a Marxist-Leninist blueprint but also expressed May 4th feminist ideals: ‘Gender equality and modernity were cemented so fast by the New Culturalists that no Chinese ruling group claiming to lead the nation toward modernity has openly tried to separate them (1999: 360). From this inception, the CCP embraced women’s emancipation as one of its goals.
^23	  http://www.cartage.org.lb/en/themes/GeogHist/histories/histdocts/Biblio20/A20/China/1949-ccp-program.html, accessed on 12/09/2010.
^24	  According to Price (1977), this system was based on the basic American pattern of 6:3:3, primary followed by junior and senior high school.
^25	  The Red Detachment of Women (红色娘子军Hongce Niangzijun), The Story of Red Lantern (红灯记Hongdeng Ji), Sister Jiang (江姐Jiang Jie) and The White Haired Girl (白毛女Baimaonu) were the most popular ones, from which titles we can infer the gendered contents.    
^26	  In the summer of 1966, Song Binbin happened to stand beside Chairman Mao as he reviewed a million Red Guards on Tiananmen Square. Her name, Binbin彬彬, means ‘refined’ or ‘urbane’. It was not a name well suited to a revolutionary, as Mao commented on learning it. Song Binbin agreed. So Mao renamed her then and there: ‘Yaowu’ (要武seeking violence). And subsequently her famous middle school too was renamed: Red Seeking-Violence Middle school for Girls (Laqueur 2002). 
^27	  This slogan was advocated by Mao in 1968.  http://cyrusliu.blog.163.com/blog/static/7135387120112610837437/ , accessed on 05/02/2012.
^28	  Downloaded from http://style.sina.com.cn/cul/books/2012-02-05/081690981.shtml , accessed on 06/02/2012.
^29	  Since the reform started, in every major city in China construction works were everywhere, needing armies of labourers. Among the new rich in the 80s, many were the managers of construction works, called baogongtou (包工头). 
^30	  Because of variations in the influx of workers migrating into the SEZs and other industrializing cities, it is difficult to give an exact number of dagongmei in these areas. Chiu (1997) estimates that there were four million dagongmei working in the major industrials zones in the Pearl River Delta by 1997.
^31	 Hukou户口 is a Chinese urban registration system. Every household in the city or town is given a registration book, called hukouben户口本, with every household member. Marriage between an urban man and a rural woman does not automatically give the woman residence rights beyond the expiration of her work permit, nor does the marriage allow a child born of the union to receive the household designation of the father. Some rules of the hukou system changed in some cities after 1998, allowing migrants to change their household registration through purchasing new types of urban residence permits or investing in property, but very few migrant women have the resources to obtain an urban household registration in this way.
^32	  Hong (1987) indicates that it only takes approximately 40 years for the newest member in the family to find himself or herself without any collateral relatives within the fifth degree (the traditional boundaries for the lineage in China). 
^33	  The Confucius Institutes are managed by Hanban汉办, the executive body of the Chinese Language Council International, a non-governmental public institution affiliated with the Chinese Ministry of Education. According to the official Hanban website www.hanban.org , Hanban’s aim is to develop Chinese language and culture teaching resources and to make its services available worldwide. As of November 2009, there were 282 Confucius Institutes and 272 Confucius Classrooms in 88 countries and regions. The Confucius Institute has attracted some criticism from the Western academic and political circles, which see it as a propaganda tool. Nottingham Trent University has seen six Hanban teachers from 2008 to 2011, who came to the university to teach Mandarin, all paid by Hanban. One of my interviewees is a Hanban teacher.
^34	  http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/asia-pacific/7169814.stm, accessed on 08/02/2008.
^35	  Harriet Evans acknowledges while a ‘socialist androgyny’ of appearance ruled in Mao’s era, the ‘natural’ contours of femininity still found outlets of expression. ‘In the inside spaces of the home or the dormitory, inner layers of clothing indicated greater gendered differentiation’ (2008: 160).
^36	  There are a number of others, for example Chen (1986), Hong (1999), Min (1994), Yang (1997) and Ye (1997).
^37	  The concept of guanxi will be discussed in chapter 6.
^38	  Peter Hessler taught English in Sichuan China between 1996 and 1998. He observes that the Party membership was a coveted objection by all his students, yet only reached a few who he describes as ‘the brightest, the most talented, and most socially adept’ (Hessler 2001:39). There were eight Party members out of his ninety third-year students. (Hessler 2001:178).
^39	  http://www.gov.cn/jrzg/2010-06/28/content_1639416.htm, accessed on 30/08/2010.
^40	  Youth League is an organization of the communist government. It can be safely assumed that all the elite of Chinese society have passed through the Youth League. The Youth League has organized at national, provincial, city, county, and down to the smallest unit in schools. China President Wu Jintao had worked in the National Youth League Federation from 1982 to 1985 prior to his promotion to the governor of Guizhuo (three years) and Tibet (four years). His affinity with Youth League prompted him to select cadres who worked in all levels’ youth league to the central government after he came to the power. Youth league federation, especially at provincial and city levels, therefore becomes a route directed to high status office.
^41	  Since 1993 cadres have been classified into fifteen grades, starting with the President/Prime Minister at grade one and running down to ordinary officials at grades ten through fifteen. Deputy Chu is in the eighth grade. See Chinese cadre grade ( 中国干部级别) at http://wenku.baidu.com/view/0baa5b09581b6bd97f19ea44.html .
^42	  Even for the cadres studying in Britain for one year, the Hangzhou municipal government selected a head, a study representative and a sports representative, as well as organized a Party member committee for the class. It was like a mini government body in action.
^43	  The Xinhua Zidian (新华字典, literally translation is New China Dictionary) is a Chinese language dictionary published by the Commercial Press. It has been revised eleven times since 1953, with 400 million copied being sold, unquestionably the most popular reference book in the world. The meaning of the words in each edition of Xinhua Zidian has to follow the political ideology of the time. Ai爱 in the third edition, published in 1965, has the meaning of a) like, good feeling towards people or things; b) good feeling; c) love, the feeling between a man and a woman; d) the loved one; e) easy. In the fourth edition, published in 1971, Ai爱 has the meaning of a) like, deep and true feeling towards people or things. In a class society, ai爱 is of class character; b) hobby; c) easy. Therefore, during the majority of the 60s generation’s primary school education, ai爱 as the meaning of love between a man and a woman was even omitted from their daily-used dictionary. The meanings of ai爱 in the third and fourth edition are translated by me from ‘Chinese dictionary has the idiosyncrasy of moral purity’ (中国字典有道德洁癖) at http://www.wenxuecity.com/news/2010/07/17/1873103.html, accessed on 17/07/2012. 
^44	  http://www.wyzxsx.com/Article/Class4/200904/79582.html accessed on 29/09/2009.
^45	  http://blog.sina.com.cn/s/blog_4babf5770100ct66.html, accessed on 01/10/2009.
^46	  Synchronised with the reform, 30 years’ of studying abroad (与改革开放同步出国留学30年), at http://gaige.rednet.cn/c/2008/06/26/1537783.htm , accessed on 28/02/2010.
^47	  58 Chinese illegal immigrants died in a back of lorry as there were 60 people packed into the airtight container and they suffocated. Only two survived, both of them had paid up to 230,000RMB (£20,000) to a Snakehead gang to be transported to Britain. ‘Survivors relive last desperate hours as 58 illegal immigrants suffocated around them’ at http://www.guardian.co.uk/uk/2001/mar/02/immigration.immigrationandpublicservices , accessed on 01/03/2010.
^48	  23 Chinese cockle pickers were drowned on the Morecambe Bay on 5th February 2004. They were all illegal immigrants; some of them had only been in Britain for a few days before the night of the drowning. “'Criminal negligence' led to cockle-picker deaths” at http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/uk/article568406.ece , accessed on 01/03/2010.
^49	  The notion of Renqing 人情, human feelings, is social in nature and requires an empathy for others’ emotional response in accordance with one’s own (Yan 2003). Li Yiyuan maintains that three levels of balance – balances within the natural system, balance and harmony in individual bodies, and harmony in interpersonal relations – form the basis of the fatalistic principles of popular Chinese cosmology (Li 2003: 33). Human feelings人情, networks or relations关系 (guanxi) and face 面子are all tied together in this exchange to maintain interpersonal relational harmony.
^50	  China’s 2010 military budget is the second highest in the world, with over 532.1billion yuan (£51.5bn), but foreign media has constantly questioned the official figure with suspicion. It is reported the actual figure is higher. See China slows rise in military spending at http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/asia/china/7366541/China-slows-rise-in-military-spending.html , accessed on 13/05/2010.
^51	  The researches on married women migrant workers are much less than the unmarried women migrants. The existing literature (Pun 2005; West et al. 1999) suggests often researches about this group of women were done accomplished with the younger group, not separately (see for example Hoy 1996; Knight et al. 1999).
^52	  Dongjia 东家 is a form of address formerly used by an employee to his employer or a tenant-peasant to his landlord. It was abandoned during Mao’s era. But since the Open Policy, this form of address came back to the private sectors, especially popular among the migrant workers to address their temporary employers.
^53	  Kenneth Roberts (2000:500) shows in his survey that ‘by the age of 30 the total number of women migrants was less than half its peak’, and he concludes that there is a ‘significant decline in female labor migration with age and marriage’.
^54	  Since the 1980s, most danwei have stopped to provide living places for its employers. But some danwei with good funding would continue providing the houses as one of the most significant welfare   benefits. Ordinary workers would reply heavily on danwei as the house in the free market was about 30 times of their annual income in Hangzhou in 2008.
^55	  Or as Maynard puts it, the researched are regarded ‘as the passive givers of information, with the researcher acting as a sponge soaking up the details provided’ (1994: 15).
^56	  Literature on female migrant workers abounds, and entering the search words of ‘female migrant workers in China’ on Google Scholar will immediately generate 34,500 results. Upon closer inspection, however, it is evident that the majority of these works are based around surveys or questionnaires, not face-to-face interviews. www.google.com/scholars , accessed on 02/10/2009. 
^57	  Two Chinese academics, Liu Jieyu (2007) and Tang (2002), all recognise that interviewing for academic purposes in China is quite new to most people. For example, to differentiate her academic interview with the journalistic interview, Liu would emphasise that what she was doing was totally different from an interview in the popular sense; instead it was more like a causal chat.
^58	  Many Chinese scholars have gained different interpretations of same events by the West media and Chinese propaganda when studying and living abroad. Zheng Tiantian (2009) was devastated after watching the documentary The Gate of Heavenly Peace; she stated that ‘I could not help crying as I saw the mask ripped from the face of the Party. I was horrified; the shattered image of the Party was like the death of a parent’ (Zheng 2009: 15). However, 
^59	  Harriet Evan (2008) also has discovered that her interviews which were held in her subjects’ day-to-day living space were particularly rich as ‘spatial and physical familiarity seemed to encourage a relaxed engagement with issues that sometimes touched on sensitive memories and emotions’ (2008: 5).
^60	  The word ‘free range’ here is in comparison to contemporary children’s play patterns in China. I should point out that not every 60s generation child had the privilege of being ‘free range’; one of my twelve interviewees had spent her childhood in a locked room, another had to do chores for her family at a very young age.
^61	  Gutmann (1996) asserts that the meanings and practices of maternity and paternity related to demographic transitions such as birth rate. Total fertility rates in China were as high as 7.5 in the early 1950s, but have fallen to below replacement level in recent years, with the sharpest decline occurring in the late 1970s and early 1980s, around the time that China began implementing its one-child policy (Zimmer & Kwong 2003). And the total birthrate has dropped from 2.9 before the policy to 1.94 in women over 35 and 1.73 in women under 35 (Ding & Hesketh 2006).
^62	  Harriet Evans (2008) conducted her research on daughters and mothers in urban China between 2000 and 2004. She interviewed thirty-one women, nine were born in the 1950s, one was born in the 1960s, and the rest were born in the 1970s and 1980s.
^63	  My reason for researching the 60s generation of Chinese women is because they have been mistakenly grouped under the bracket of the Cultural Revolution, blurring their identity with the 50s generation, which seems once again evident in Evans ‘summary where the 50s and 60s were perceived as the same cohort.
^64	  Evans (2008) does recognise the social and cultural gap between rural and urban China.  
^65	  The main purpose of labour camps was to transform people’ mentality by engaging in heavy labour and political meetings. Rural peasants were less likely to be seen as needing such political re-education,  
^66	  During their research visits to China, Emiko Ochiai and Barbara Molony (2008) found that in many communities in rural China, ‘mostly grandparents and children live there’, and that ‘it is common, then, for young children to spend a number of years cared for full-time by their grandparents’. The same applies to the other Chinese societies of Singapore and Taiwan. Also, in Japan, the ‘three-year myth’ implies that Japanese mothers focus on the first three years of a child’s life, but not necessarily the rest. Prior to Ochiai and Molony’s research, Bianchi (1984) found that care of children other than by mothers (e.g. fostering or care by grandparents or older siblings) is common in many developing countries. 
^67	  Bianchi (2000) finds errors in the common presumption, which tends to overestimate maternal time with children and exaggerate the amount of a mother’s time in the home that is actually available for investment in children. She draws attention to Desai and Jain’s (1994) research in rural India, which shows even that the least economically active women spent no more than 1.5 hours in childcare, which has deviated little from women who were involved in economic activities. 
^68	  Lisa Rofel (1999) was surprised when one of her informants hinted that her mother was the one to blame for sending her to work at age of 13. Rofel comments that ‘I was struck by the brief moment in which she figured her mother with ambiguous hints of criticism, for it was rare to hear someone criticize her or his parents’ (Rofel 1999: 59). Nevertheless, academic records of mother criticism do exist. Maria Jaschok’s interviews with mooi-jai Moot Xiao-li’s daughter and granddaughter typically ‘ended in a shouting-match between the two women’. The mother accused her daughter of ‘lack of understanding for anything to do with Chinese customs and traditions’; the daughter, however, identified her behaviour strongly with ‘the values acquired through Western education, and interprets traditional Chinese family life – as epitomized by her family – as oppressive and negative for the individual within it’. Jaschok reached the conclusion that ‘what made these interviews fascinating, if somewhat of a strain, was the fact that I was dealing not only with one specific relationship, but with the relationship of two persons who were also representatives of historical changes in the position of Chinese women’ (Jaschok 1988: 42-3). 
^69	  China has the longest history in the world (from the first emperor of Qin 221 B.C. to early 1990) of selecting civil servants based on the exam performance (Lieberthal 1995). The link between education and social mobility continued into the early 20th century, became disrupted in the Cultural Revolution, and then resumed in the post-1978 period. 
^70	  There are two types of diplomas in China. One is called zhongzhuan中专, another dazhuan大专. Zhongzhuan (literally means middle specialist) is a college diploma for professional training (e.g. as a nurse); the exam for college entry is after three years’ junior secondary school study. Dazhuan (literally means high specialist) is when students enter the university entrance exam after senior secondary study, and passes with lower grades than required for a degree course. Dazhuan students receive their diploma after two years study in university.  
^71	  5-3-2 means five-year primary school, three-year lower secondary school and two-year higher secondary school.
^72	  Lei Feng雷锋was a soldier of the early 1960s, who followed Mao loyally and accomplished many altruistic feats. He died in 1962 in a work accident and ever since then had been a Communist model. His Lei Feng Dairy, which recorded what he had gained from studying Chairman Mao’s works, became a textbook for the political-ideological education after his death. One of his famous quotations is to remain a screw that never rusts – becoming a rank-and-file revolutionary who serves the people with heart and soul.  
^73	  For the 60s generation, there was a yearly module called Singing across the whole primary school study. Singing was a very important part of school life.  
^74	  The revival of Red Songs movement started in the Chongqing municipality in around 2000 under the title of ‘Spiritual Civilisation’, and subsequently spread through the whole of China. In the summer of 2011, I was surprised and horrified to find that small street communities in Hangzhou were organising the Red Song singing competition. One Hanban teacher who worked in the UK for the academic year 2010-11, was summoned to perform as the lead singer for the Red Song singing competition ten days after his return to China. The media coverage of Red Song was massive. One psychiatric hospital manager claimed that the patients’ symptoms improved a great deal after singing the red songs (see: http://news.163.com/special/review/ziyangjingshenbing.html , accessed on 22/10/2011). It is evident that the revival of red songs was linked with the revival of the left wing in Chinese politics. On 15th March 2012, Bo Xilai, the Party chief of Chonqing and the champion of the Chinese New Left, was removed from office. The Red Song movement has reportedly stopped since then. However, the keen participation of the public is another reminder that red songs and the ideologies behind them, like lullabies, can return to its former glory without much persuasion.
^75	  The reason was that the majority of the 1989 cohort had participated in the 4th June 1989 Tiananmen protests and related events. The CCP’s subsequent military action to students had caused international condemnation. 
^76	  The capitalist system was described in Red Flag(红旗Hongqi), the principle party propaganda journal during the Cultural Revolution, as close to twilight, like a dying person with few breaths left (日薄西山, 气息奄奄, 人命危浅, 朝不虑夕). Red Flag, Jan 1974.  
^77	  The five most prominent students leaders in the 1989 Tiananmen protest were Guo Haifeng郭海峰 (born in 1966), Wang Dan王丹 (born in 1969), Wuer Kaixi 吾尔开希(born in 1968), Chai Ling柴玲 (born in 1966) and Feng Congde封从德 (born in 1966).
^78	  My translation; the original text is in Chinese.
^79	  The Gate of Heavenly Peace (天安门Tiananmen) is a 1995 documentary film about the 1989 Tiananmen Square protests, produced by Richard Gordon and Carma Hinton,.
^80	  Excluding the cadres, of the five educated women living in urban areas at the time of the protests, four took part in them. 
^81	  Laoshi老实, a two syllable word, can be literally translated as old and solid. Depending on the context, it can mean a cluster of personal attributes, such as honesty, frankness, good behavior, obedience, naiveté, simplicity and purity.
^82	  Tess is a 1979 romance film directed by Roman Polanski, an adaptation of 
Thomas Hardy's 1891 novel Tess of the d'Urbervilles.
^83	  Although there were no teachings during the evening self-sudy sessions in my secondary school years, students were required to register and teachers were present in the class to answer students’ questions.
^84	  1980 Chinese Marriage Law Chapter 4, http://www.law-lib.com/law/law_view.asp?id=44312, accessed on 12/10/2011.
^85	  These divergent interpretations for the latest judicial explanation of the Marriage Law can be found in China Daily’s Opinion section, 22 Aug., 2011,‘Debate: Marriage Law’.
^86	  China Economy Weekly http://news.wenxuecity.com/messages/201102/news-gb2312-1280139.html, assessed on 15/02/2011. The same article estimates that, nationwide, there are 260 million people actively trying find a partner for themselves or for their children/relatives, as 23.8% of singletons’ dates are arranged by their parents. In Chinese twitter, one singleton jokily reports his hectic dating schedule, ‘I am either on a date, or on the way to a date. Not a single day gone by without an arrangement of a date’.
^87	  www.chinadaily.com.cn , accessed on 15/02/2011.
^88	  http://news.wenxuecity.com/messages/201102/news-gb2312-1273006.html,, accessed on 7th Feb 2011. 
^89	  My translation. The original line in the film is ‘既然所有的婚姻都是错，为什么不将错就错?’ 
^90	  The great majority of the top 5% of earners are men.
^91	  My translation. In the same article, the authors also indicate that the 80s generation more often than not opt for the ‘lightening divorce’ (闪离shanli), which is in stark contrast with the 60s generation’s prolonged divorce process.  
^92	  To be flower-hearted is a Chinese metaphor to describe someone who is inconsistant in love. Flower, as in the West, usually refers to a female; therefore, a flower-hearted person is usually a male who pursues flowers relentlessly, one after another.
^93	  The one-child limit actually only applies to a portion of the population. In general, urban couples are restricted to one but rural couples are allowed a second if the first child is a daughter. The country’s often disadvantaged ethnic minorities are also exempt from the rules.
^94	  Ding and Hesketh (2006) find that most women wanted small families: 35% preferred one child and 57% preferred two (2006).
^95	  Data from Chinese national bureau of statistics found at http://www.stats.gov.cn/tjfx/jdfx/t20120118_402779722.htm accessed on 09/02/2012. According to the 2011 data on China’s total population and changes in the composition, sex ratios at birth have declined for three consecutive years since 2008, indicating the effectiveness of the sex ratio for birth control. 
^96	  Yan Yunxiang talked to a 60s generation woman in 1994 when he conducted the rise of American fast food in Beijing. The woman was a mother, and she told him that she had made great efforts to adapt to the strange flavour of McDonald’s food so that she could take her daughter to McDonald’s twice a week. ‘Apparently’, Yan comments, ‘eating a Big Mac and fries, like learning typing and computer skills, was part of her plan to prepare her daughter for modern society’ (Yan 2000). Sacrificing time and even taste for the future of their children is a common practice among the 60s generation. 
^97	  Zhan and Montgomery (2003) reported in their research that, out of the 110 caregivers they interviewed, 23% were living with their parents-in-law. Ochiai et al. (2008) conducted a questionnaire survey in the city of Wuxi in Jiangsu Province and found that the frequency of the types of household structures is as follows: households with only a husband and a wife (6%); nuclear family households (65%); stem family households (27%); and joint family households (4%). Of stem households, 80% of the couples lived with the parents of the husband. 
^98	  Confucian ideas had been adopted by the Japanese since the seventh century, and xianqi liangmu 贤妻良母 was essentially the Confucian ideal of women. As a four-character idiom, xianqi liangmu 贤妻良母 was first invented by the Japanese female educator Shimoda Utake (1854-1936) during the Meiji modernisation (See Chiang 2007). In Japan, this phrase is written asりょうさいけんぼ良妻賢母. Xianqi liangmu 贤妻良母 was imported back to China during the New Culture Movement in the early 20th century. One of its advocates was Hu Binxia, who encouraged women to stay at home and ‘use it as the base for social reform’ (Chiang 2007: 81). 
^99	  The information concerning A house is not a home is from http://baike.baidu.com/view/634591.htm , accessed on 25/11/2011.
^100	  Mrs. Thatcher visited China twice in 1982 and 1984, and the Chinese media highlighted her domestic arrangements as well as her political achievements. For a media report of her visit, see http://news.qq.com/a/20090929/001246_2.htm , accessed on 22/11/2011.   
^101	 The symposium has its own website, which is http://www.seiofbluemountain.com/academic/detail.php?infoid=325, accessed on 3/11/2011.
^102	  See chapter 5. Also Ann Veevk (2000) found in her study of food markets in Nanjing that even within household food shopping, the needs of the children were given first priority in terms of food preference and quality. This is a departure from studies of Western families, in which researchers have found a hierarchy of food distribution that places men first, children second, and women third. 
^103	  I have Jinjun’s consent that her emails can be used in this thesis. She was writing these in English, and I have not corrected her English.
^104	  All the Chinese characters are added by me.
^105	  The modern language revolution came after May Fourth 1919, with the New Culture Movement, when Chinese modernists disavowed their older literary language. Writers such as Lu Xun started to write in a newly modernized, Westernized and semi-colloquial language.
^106	  I have tested my empirical observation of the negativity of funü or jiatingfunü with Chinese scholars I met in 2009 and 2010. Four visiting scholars came to Nottingham Trent University. Two of them were from the 60s generation, and another two 70s generation. I asked them to give me their immediate thought about the word jiatingfunü. They unanimously defined it as ‘no education, live in a closed world, hence shortsighted’.  
^107	  According to historical records, taitai first appeared in the Han Dynasty (206 BC-220 AD) and referred to the wives of the aristocracy; over the next one thousand and four hundred years to the Qing Dynasty (1644-1911), its usage had moved down the hierarchy to the mistress of well-off households.   
^108	  The term nüxing (literally, female sex) entered circulation during the 1920s when treaty-port intellectuals overthrew the literary languages of the Confucian canon. For a full discussion see Barlow (1994).
^109	  Walby has also added that those women ‘are highly educated, in higher socio-economic groups, and are neither single or child free or cohabit with an employed man’, since the de-housewifization wave, they have moved most rapidly away ‘from a domestic gender regime towards a more public form of gender regime’ (1997: 26).
^110	  Since the early 1980s the common Western advertisement of the seductive female draped over an expensive car has brought about the Chinese equivalent in advertisements for motorbikes or even bedroom suites. Chinese housewives, invariably portrayed as young and glamorous, have engaged a full range of activities in the domestic sphere of advertising (Hooper 2008).
^111	  Sohu (www.sohu.com.cn) and Sina (www.sina.com.cn) ‘s discussions were titled ‘From half of the sky to full-time housewife’ (从半边天到全职太太 ), and Money Life (March 2007) titled ‘Full-time housewife, it looks very beautiful’ (全职太太，看上去很美)
^112	  ‘Full-time housewife, it looks beautiful’ (全职太太，看上去很美) at http://business.sohu.com/20070326/n248985590.shtml , accessed on 5/11/2011. Quotations are translated by the author.
^113	  I gathered the information about the symposium mainly from print and internet resources. The symposium has its own website, which is http://www.seiofbluemountain.com/academic/detail.php?infoid=325; and the media report of the symposium is titled ‘Chinese women face unprecedented pressure putting on real show of The Desperate Housewives’ (中国女性面临史无前例压力绝望主妇真实上演). http://www.iask.ca/news/china/2011/1103/100063.html , accessed on 3/11/2011.  
^114	  The news ‘The unstoppable Wenzhou ‘rich wives gambling group’ seeking repeated stimulation to fulfil the spiritual emptiness’ 温州“阔太太赌博团”屡禁不止 精神空虚寻刺激 is from http://www.wenxuecity.com/news/2011/10/20/1503671.html , accessed on 20/10/2011
^115	  ‘Full-time housewife, it looks very beautiful’ (全职太太，看上去很美) at http://business.sohu.com/20070326/n248985590.shtml , accessed on 5/11/2011. 
^116	  Before 1990, every undergraduate who has successfully finished their study would be assigned a job by the government, but after 1990, the job market became more competitive and graduates had to find their own jobs (see also chapter 2, 4 and 6). 
^117	  According to People’s Daily Overseas Edition on 2nd March 2012, five out of the thirty four female standing members in the provincial Party committees are from the 60s generartion. It took average 30.4 years for them to rise to this position. http://www.wenxuecity.com/news/2012/03/02/1661450.html, accessed on 3/3/2012.   
^118	  By 1989, there were over two thousand women’s associations of this nature in China (Liu 2000).
^119	  Reed’s discussion of Lei Feng’s declining popularity as a moral role model in post-Mao China is a case in point. He contends that China has gone through a process of moral reconstruction in a time of reform and transition when the social impetus is towards greater pluralism (Reed 1998).  
^120	  The information about the notice is my translation from the Chinese State Council website http://www.gov.cn/zwgk/2012-02/23/content_2075082.htm , accessed on 23/02/2012.  
